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Introduction: “A New Kind of Humanity That Is Musical” 
The Challenge from Fr. Nicolás 
In 2016, the then-Superior General of the Society of Jesus, Fr. Adolfo Nicolás, gave an 
address to Jesuits and lay educators at Sophia University to mark its 100th anniversary. In this 
address he remarks that if one is to have religion, one must have a sensitivity to the 
“transcendence, depth, gratuity and beauty” of human experience. He compares that sensitivity 
to the appreciation of classical music, and then he states that “religion is first of all very much 
more like this musical sense than a rational system of teachings and explanations.” He continues: 
“…Just as this musical sense is being eroded and weakened by the noise, the pace, the self-
images of the modern and postmodern world, so is religious sensitivity.” He warns against 
simply educating students with a paradigm structured by “instrumental reason or materialist 
conceptions of life” geared toward economic gain and secular values, because “our reason for 
being in education is completely different.” He then suggests that “mission today must first of all 
work toward helping people discover or rediscover this musical sense, this religious sensibility 
[…] this awareness and appreciation of dimensions of reality that are deeper than instrumental 
reason or materialist conceptions of life allow us…We want to form a new kind of humanity that 
is musical, that retains this sensitivity to beauty, to goodness, to the suffering of others, to 
compassion."1 
Fr. Nicolás’ exhortation to form “musical persons” is an echo of Hans Urs von 
Balthasar’s warning against a gradual divorce between head and heart, leading us to “a visionless 
 
1 Christopher Pramuk, “A New Kind of Humanity: The Legacy of Adolfo Nicolas,” America, July 2020. 
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theology and a mindless spirituality.”2 My discussion here is an attempt to reveal the luminous 
theology and mindful spirituality contained within the mystical tradition of the Church and the 
experience of music making, especially in an American context. We are capable of perceiving 
God in this world, even though this perception comes as a foretaste of a further, deeper union 
with God. Musical persons have trained ears; for the Christian musician, this faculty is part of a 
larger spiritual sense in which the Word of God operates.  Music forms us—from the most 
amateur to the most professional music maker—and in doing so, opens up wavelengths to hear 
the Word within us. 
 
The Approach 
In this thesis, I argue that the way that one hones his/her musical intelligence informs 
how one hones his/her spiritual senses. Derivatively, the way we hone our musical ear affects the 
way we hone our spiritual ear. When given a deep listen, a beautiful sound is never simply 
something to be received and enjoyed passively; rather, it attunes us to something transcendent. 
In my first chapter, I show how musical cognition is a skill with theological implications, in that 
it allows us to perceive affective forms of knowledge. Relying on the work of Suzanne Langer, 
Pierangelo Sequeri, and Paul Ricoeur, I describe how the aesthetic perception involved with 
music is a particular mode of communication of knowledge. The performing arts mediate 
meaning to performers and observers, even though the content and mode of mediation can be 
quite different than other forms of communication. I highlight how music acts on us and within 
us, such that we are opened up to the transcendent. The evocative and improvisational nature of 
 
2 Raymond Gawronski, “The Beauty of the Cross: The Theological Aesthetics of Hans Urs von 
Balthasar,” Logos: A Journal of Catholic Thought and Culture 5, no. 3 (2002): 196, 
https://doi.org/10.1353/log.2002.0032. 
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music places the musician in an embodied, dynamic relationship of trust with God and others, 
and this relationship is a medium in which the Word of God manifests itself.3 
In my second chapter, I discuss the tradition of the theological category of the “spiritual 
senses.” Starting with Origen, there has developed within Christian theology a constellation of 
terms to describe the perception of the divine (whether the Trinity, or Christ, or spiritual things in 
general).  The “interior senses,” “eyes of the heart,” “ears of the soul,” and various other terms 
are popular phrases even in contemporary spirituality when describing a kind of communication 
with God. In the ressourcement of the twentieth century, this theological category was 
reappropriated, especially by scholars, such as Karl Rahner and Hans Urs von Balthasar, who 
had studied the writings of the Fathers of the Church. Hans Urs von Balthasar is of particular 
interest here because of his work in theological aesthetics. Ultimately, I argue that we do indeed 
perceive God with our “spiritual senses,” which are essentially human epistemic faculties that 
serve as organs of faith.  
 In my third chapter, I focus on African American spirituals as a case in point. Spirituals 
(sometimes called “sorrow songs” or “jubilee songs”) are a proud feature of American music 
arising from an appalling and shameful history. The liberating Word of God is audibly active in 
these songs, and the success of this genre inspired the development of contemporary gospel and 
praise music. The problematic racial context of the US today can provide pointed questions 
regarding what exactly a person “hears” in these songs. Using the conceptual framework from 
my first chapter, and the tradition of the Church elucidated in the second, I argue that the Word is 
active in these songs for all listeners, even when it acts differently upon different people. I 
 
3 The initial stimulus for this position, and thus for much of this thesis, came from reading Maeve 
Heaney’s Music as Theology: What Music Has to Say About the Word, Princeton Theological Monograph 
Series 184 (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2012). I am grateful to Dr. Heaney for her consequent 
conversation with me, as well as her encouragement.  
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further show how the mystery of the cross, especially sung through lament, embraces the 
existential problems and moral evils of the world even when it does not resolve them. The 
spirituals are a kind of “material spirituality” that belong to a “theology of tears,” to borrow a 
phrase that Pope Francis has been popularizing. I then conclude this thesis with a brief “Ignatian 
Coda” on the Prayer of the Senses. 
  
Some Background Music and Conceptual Ground Clearing  
 The reader is advised to have music in her mind before she reads this thesis. I refer most 
frequently to “Were You There?”, and my third chapter focuses on the African American 
Spiritual and the sung lament, and so this song should serve as the prime exemplar for the reader. 
However, the reader is advised to call to mind a “playlist” of any music one considers beautiful, 
for two reasons: first, to “check” my claims against the actual sonic forms being considered; and 
second, so as to keep the sonic form in mind, rather than the lyrics associated with the music. 
 This calls for some conceptual ground clearing. First, I must limit myself to Western 
music. Although I do occasionally reference non-Western musical forms, my own experience 
(and that of those who will most likely read this thesis) lends itself to that limitation. Second, 
while worship music is a default reference because it is explicitly theological, I intend my claims 
to hold true for all music. This is not to say that all music mediates the Word or leads the 
performer or listener to God; I simply assert that all genres have that possibility. This leads to a 
third point: while the music I have in mind is largely from my own time and place, my claims 
can apply to all genres of Western music, broadly defined. This spans classical compositions 
(e.g. Haydn’s string quartets or Mozart’s symphonies), but also chant, “program music” (e.g. 
Berlioz’s Symphonie fantastique or Rodrigo’s En Los Trigales, which intend to “paint” a 
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picture), opera, and contemporary rap and rock and roll. From this we arrive at a fourth point of 
clarification: this thesis is about the musical form itself, which can be highly verbal (e.g. a rap 
song with no singing) or completely nonverbal (sometimes called “absolute” or “pure” music, for 
lack of a better term—e.g. Schubert’s Sonata in A Major). Regardless of the degree to which 
verbal dynamics are mixed into musical dynamics, my primary concern is the musical experience 
of the art.  
 Additionally, when I use the term “aesthetic,” unless otherwise noted, I intend it in the 
more romantic sense of “pertaining to beauty” and a critical appropriation of taste. Immanuel 
Kant makes the distinction, in his Critique of Pure Reason, between this romantic sense of the 
term and the more literal sense (from ancient Greek thought) of “pertaining to the senses.” As 
will be developed in Chapter Two, the wonder and awe that comes from sensing the divine is a 
broader, thicker kind of perception, compared to mere empirical sensation.  
 
The Theological a Priori 
 As in the methodology of Hans Urs von Balthasar, this is a work of theological 
aesthetics, which arises from the context of Christian faith and belonging. My thesis rests on the 
assumption that we can know God, be known by God, and be aware of being known by God. 
This implies strong metaphysical and epistemological assumptions that arise within Christian 
faith. The basic Trinitarian faith of the Church assumes that we are created in the image and 
likeness of a God who is eternally engaged in acts of love, and that these acts of love can be 
received (as grace). I assume that all persons have the faculty to come to know grace. Grace is 
what gives humans the freedom to deeply love like God loves, rather than merely live our lives 
according to biological necessity.  
 7 
Adam and Eve’s Original Sin (and our continuation of sin) has made it harder for us to 
sense God. It corrupted God’s image in us and has made us susceptible to forsaking our freedom 
for counterfeit goods, and so God sent Jesus Christ to restore that image in us and to remind us 
how to choose union with God. As the Second Vatican Council holds, “In his goodness and 
wisdom, God chose to reveal himself and to make known to us the mystery of his will 
[sacramentum voluntatis suae] (cf. Eph 1:9).”4 This is divine revelation; Christ discloses to us 
the very image of the love that willed us into being. Christ is “the image of the invisible God” 
and God’s “firstborn” (Col 1:15)—in other words, not only is Christ himself fully divine, he is 
also the perfect revelation of our Creator, in both his preexistent and fully restored form. Christ is 
the Word (“logos”) of God; and his incarnation, life, death, and resurrection put flesh on the Face 
of God that previously would have been deadly to behold (cf. Ex 33:20). Christ’s resurrection 
and the sending of the Spirit have permanently implanted the Word in the world until the end of 
time so that “out of the abundance of His love [God] speaks to men and women as friends and 
lives among them.”5 This is why God sent Christ, the Word, into the world—God wants to be 
known again, and to know us again.  
Scripture tells us we perceive God for the sake of fellowship with the Father and the Son 
(1 John 1:3), and that the object of our perception is life itself in God: “That which was from the 
beginning, which we have heard, which we have seen with our eyes, which we have looked upon 
and touched with our hands, concerning the word of life—the life was made manifest, and we 
saw it, and testify to it, and proclaim to you the eternal life which was with the Father and was 
made manifest to us…” (1 John 1:1).  Augustine reads this passage and states that “the reality 
 
4 DV 2, trans. emended from DH 4202. See Heinrich Denzinger, Compendium of creeds, definitions, and 
declarations on matters of faith and morals, ed. Peter Hünermann et al., 43rd ed (San Francisco: Ignatius 
Press, 2012). 
5 DV, 6. 
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that can be seen by the heart alone” can now “be seen by the eyes that it might heal hearts.”6 To 
say that God speaks to us as friends, and to say (as in DV) that God’s revelation is about the 
sacramentum of God’s will is to rule out any notion of revelation that is exclusively 
“propositional” or “imagistic.” While perception is a component of knowledge, divine perception 
operates in a broader spectrum of knowing, inclusive of the kind that knows a person (as 
opposed to information). While we can (and should) portray revelation in static creedal 
statements, or even through iconography/art, these secondary media come alive in a primary way 
when they become living knowledge.  
Scripture also tells us that the Word of God is “living and effective” (Heb 4:12) and that 
it nourishes all of creation to align itself with the end for which it is created (cf. Isa 55:11). The 
Word of God does not only create things on earth; the Word also gives us the desire to co-create 
with God.  It is telling that Augustine cites Ps 105:4 – “Seek his face always”— at the beginning, 
in the middle, and near the end of his great work De Trinitate. His point is that an encounter with 
the Word provokes a personal response. Augustine was convinced that “finding” God should 
always lead to more seeking, and this process of seeking and finding God’s face leads us into 
intimate union with God.7 Moreover, the idea that heaven is equated with the beatific vision – 
strongly present in Augustine’s writings, and further developed by scholastics such as Aquinas – 
gives us an idea of how sensory metaphors are deeply embedded in Christian theology.   
While the beatific vision is out of reach in this life, we have the freedom to strive, in the 
spirit of St. Ignatius of Loyola, for the union of our will with God’s will (as in his First Principle 
and Foundation), as well as the union of hearts and minds devoted to the heart and mind of 
 
6 Tractates on 1 John I, I. Quoted in Robert Louis Wilken, The Spirit of Early Christian Thought: Seeking 
the Face of God (Yale University Press, 2005), 178. 
7 Wilken, 106–8. 
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Christ. While God always acts first, we are free to respond to God’s gifts in differing degrees, or 
to “shut our eyes” to God completely.8 God is a lover who wants to be sought by us, his beloved, 
and love only exists in freedom. Knowledge of God lives in us in a similar way that human love 
lives in us—it convinces us of something beautiful (liebenswürdig – loveworthy, as Balthasar 
would say) about ourselves. This is the primary mode of “attunement” to God—knowing, and 
being known, in a personal way.   
 Thus, to see, hear, taste, touch, or smell the divine is not simply to receive information 
from a divine source outside oneself; nor is it simply a self-enclosed aesthetic experience; nor is 
it simply an intellectual “aha!” moment. Perception of the divine arises within our corporeal 
selves, but only because we are engaged personally, from without. We cannot be forced to see 
God, nor are we simply left to our own devices. God persuades us in genuine love; God wants to 
be known, and this initiates the development of a personal “sensing” for God. And God loves us 
so much that when words fail, we are given knowledge of God through other forms of 
communication.   
 
Why Bother Giving This a Listen? 
 Unfortunately, the intersection between theories of perception and a theology of music 
would take tomes to discuss. Moreover, there are a myriad of works—St. Augustine’s de Musica, 
Hildegard von Bingen’s musical compositions and theological writings, the music and legacy of 
 
8 I borrow the metaphor of “shutting one’s eyes” toward divinity from Thomas Aquinas. Aquinas makes 
the distinction between the exercise of our will and the specification of our will, probably to avoid being 
too deterministic on the one hand and too voluntaristic on the other. The exercise of the will is never 
moved by necessity—to use one of Aquinas’ examples, one could always “shut one’s eyes” in front of 
perfect blessedness (See De Malo, q. 6, res.). However, when receiving the vision of perfect blessedness, 
one’s desire for God is irresistible, and thus the will is moved (See his Summa Theologica  II, I, q. 9, a. 1-
3).  
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the great European composers from Handel to Messiaen (many of whom had deep spiritual 
convictions), Sister Thea Bowman’s groundbreaking work in the US context, to name a few—
which have much more to contribute to this discussion, but have not been discussed in this thesis. 
My discussion remains broad, and addresses larger questions of musical communication.    
Yet there is warrant for giving a theologically-attuned consideration to these larger 
questions of musical communication. Living in an age supersaturated with “messaging,” the 
great breadth of intellectual activity of which humans are capable becomes narrowed to that 
which can be “messaged.” Those of us with hope in a greater realm of life must be able to act as 
translators between different worlds of meaning. In his epistle, Peter exhorts his readers to 
“always be ready to give a defense (ἀπολογίαν) to anyone who asks for an account (λόγον) for 
the hope that is in you” (1 Pet 3:8).9 Sometimes all we can offer in such an account is and 
experience, or the memory of an experience, that convinced us to hope. Often these memories 
are best rekindled in musical form. I hope to be one of many voices to convince the reader that 
this experiential-musical kind of knowing does not make it less intellectual or logical than other 
kinds. On the contrary, if we are to take Fr. Nicolás at his word, it simply makes us religious.   
The lived experience of hope is often the best “defense” or “account” we can muster. 
Theologian Chris Pramuk poetically states that hope rings, so defiant when courageous truth-
telling happens in scholarly settings; but hope stings, so deferred, when are still “gazing 
impotently” at injustice in the world, unable to remove the beam in our eye and in the eye of the 
other; and yet hope sings, so beautiful “when we find the courage to remove our masks, shed our 
 
9 The theologian Emmanuel Katongole, in his book Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of 
Hope in Africa (Grand Rapids, Michigan: Eerdmans, 2017), returns to Peter’s exhortation as kind of a 
refrain to explain his own impetus for giving a theology of lament.   
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pretenses, and allow ourselves to love and be loved in communities of storytelling and song.”10 
In a world experiencing unthinkable levels of violence and social fragmentation, may faith in 
God’s promise of salvation be the “balm in Gilead” to heal us in this very moment.  
  
 
10 Christopher Pramuk, Hope Sings, So Beautiful: Graced Encounters Across the Color Line, Illustrated 
edition (Collegeville, Minnesota: Michael Glazier, 2013), 13. 
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Chapter 1: Honing the Ear 
When we come across the trite phrase “music is the language of the heart” we should 
bristle at it. It is generally a true statement, but its saccharine connotation masks how and why it 
is true, and glosses over the particular genius of musicianship that makes music unique among 
other forms of communication. This statement also runs the risk of cheapening the art of 
metaphor, which, as will be made clear, is a powerful entre into the depths of the human spirit. 
 Music is indeed like language, in that involves lifelong learning and adaptation within an 
ever-growing semantic system. Music communicates like other types of art, too, in that its goal is 
an affective experience of beauty. As something beautiful, music moves us interiorly; it can exert 
an almost magical grip on our feelings. However, as I will show below, it differs from language 
and other arts in its unmatched power to evoke performance and re-performance. Ultimately, 
making music is an intellectual activity, pertaining to a form of knowledge that is neither coldly 
analytical nor mindlessly romantic. It is my intention to show that the dynamic cognitive activity 
incited by music is rich soil in which the logos of God can grow. As humanity continues to 
expand its understanding of what counts as “intelligence,” we are seeing how different 
intelligences cross-fertilize each other; and it is precisely the cross-fertilization between musical 
knowing and spiritual knowing that concerns this thesis.  
There are three important bridges between music and the spiritual life that will be 
explored. First, music communicates knowledge, and can therefore serve as a channel for the 
Word. Second, music acts on us and in us in a way that other forms of communication do not, 
because it necessarily involves us in a performative, embodied, and dynamic give-and-take with 
something outside of ourselves. Symbolic forms are mediated both within a person and between 
persons when engaging in music, and this has epistemological and theological implications. 
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Third, music, like language, but perhaps more powerfully than language, engages a person in an 
inherently heuristic process, which lends music a further note of semantic and theological 
import. Ultimately these three bridges between music and the spiritual life will serve as 
conceptual connections between the musical ear and the mystical ear; these connections support 
my thesis that our spiritual ears lead us along a mystical itinerary to union with God.  
 
The On-Ramp: Theological Aesthetics  
 Before getting to those three bridges, we must consider what it means for something to be 
beautiful and to have a kind of “aesthetic.” After all, my thesis hinges on the assumption that 
beauty can be perceived musically. There are many open questions, and for the sake of brevity, I 
must take positions on some and avoid others.  I take it as a given that Beauty is a transcendental 
property of being. Transcendental properties are predicated of Being itself, along with every 
particular being (all things are, to some degree, true, good, and beautiful).  This will be revisited 
when looking at the work of Hans Urs von Balthasar in Chapter Two, but it merits mention now, 
both as an opportunity for theological development and conceptual clarity. 
Transcendentals are philosophically thorny categories because of the problem of 
universals. All philosophical discussions of beauty must grapple with the “aesthetic ought”—i.e. 
the problem of normativity in art. Are judgments of beauty and taste to be taken as expressing a 
universal or ideal form of beauty, or are they more like statements about what is satisfying, 
agreeable, or preferable to some person or group? Is beauty “relative”?  
These questions lead to other millennia-old questions about just how beauty “works” on 
us, and why we would predicate beauty of something. Classical theories of beauty were quite 
diverse. Plato (and Augustine, perhaps derivatively) embraced the didactic qualities of art, but 
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were generally suspicious of things that led to too much sensuality or unchecked curiosity. 
Aquinas thought that beauty produces a certain kind of pleasure, and he gave some basic 
(general, not exhaustive) standards or criteria for beauty: proportion, radiance, and integrity.11 In 
Aquinas’ view, the mind recognizes the beauty of an object through the apprehension and 
comprehension of the form of the object. Hume’s sentimentalist approach would say that 
pleasure in beauty is just the outcome of sentimental reactions which are schooled in various 
ways, and so normative/universal judgments we state about such pleasures cannot be considered 
as real knowledge-claims about anything outside ourselves.12 Immanuel Kant, in his Third 
Critique, saw judgments of taste and beauty as universally valid, such that when I judge 
something as beautiful, I assert that all persons with normal cognitive faculties must share this 
judgment; they are simply wrong if they do not share it.13 Kant, in rooting the experience of 
beauty in the mental processes of the perceiver, focused on “judgments of taste” that lead to the 
harmonious “free play” of the faculties of cognition (namely, imagination and understanding).14 
Moreover, he held that beauty produces a distinct type of “disinterested” pleasure (unlike the 
 
11 ST I-II, q. 27, a. 1, r. 3.; and ST I, q. 39, a. 8., resp. Relative to his other writing, Aquinas did not spend 
much time developing a theory of beauty. Note that there are certain qualities that would be convertible in 
God (e.g. existence and truth) and thus prior to these criteria; proportion, radiance, and integrity qualify 
beauty itself.  
12 Hume states that “Beauty is no quality in things themselves: It exists merely in the mind which 
contemplates them; and each mind perceives a different beauty”; however, through practicing a particular 
art, one gains the skill of “the discernment of beauty.” See David Hume, Essays, Moral, Political, and 
Literary, ed. Eugene F. Miller (Indianapolis: LibertyClassics, 1985), 230; 237. [Based on Hume’s 1777 
edition of his Essays]. Also see Nick Zangwill, “Aesthetic Judgment,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019), 4, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/aesthetic-judgment/. 
13 Immanuel Kant, Critique of the Power of Judgment, ed. Paul Guyer, trans. Paul Guyer and Eric 
Matthews, The Cambridge Edition of the Works of Immanuel Kant (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2000), 98, [1790: V, 212-13]. 
14 For Kant’s idea of “free play of the faculties of cognition” see Kant, 103, [1790: V, 217]. Also see 
Gregor U. Hayn-Leichsenring and Anjan Chatterjee, “Colliding Terminological Systems—Immanuel 
Kant and Contemporary Empirical Aesthetics,” Empirical Studies of the Arts 37, no. 2 (2019): 204, 
https://doi.org/10.1177/0276237418818635.  
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“lower” pleasures or satisfactions), such that pleasure in the beautiful is not grounded in the 
satisfaction of desire.15 Beauty is perceptible, then, as if it were a property or quality of objects in 
the world.  
I do not attempt to defend a position in this philosophical discussion. However, it is 
worth noting the commitments that stem from the theism and realism of Christianity. I take it as 
a given that I am, along with all of Creation, “fearfully and wonderfully made” (Ps 139:14), that 
there is no greater desire than to “gaze on the Lord’s beauty” (Ps 27:4), and that the beauty of 
“the feet of those who carry the Good News” is cause for rejoicing (Is 52:7).  God’s revealed 
Word is beautiful, and this Word can be sung just as it can be spoken. God continues to put a 
“new song” in our mouths (Ps 40:4) such that “I will sing praise with the spirit, but I will also 
sing praise with the mind” (1 Cor 14:15).  
 
Bridge One: Music is Communication, but also Cognition 
Music is communication, and communication is a complex human phenomenon. While 
our growing reliance on telecommunications technology can make us think that communication 
simply involves three components—a sender (“communicator”), a message (“information” to be 
“communicated”), and a receiver (the “listener”)—it is much more complicated than that. 
Communication mediates meaning, and meaning this is not always reducible to a verbal 
message. Meaning can be roughly defined as understanding and significance that is both shared 
and shareable.16 Maeve Heaney’s Music as Theology: What Music Says About the Word offers 
 
15 Zangwill, “Aesthetic Judgment,” 21. Perhaps “a want” is a better term than “a desire.”  
16 “Shareable understanding” the impersonal “content” (or “message” or “information”) of meaning; 
“shared” indicates that it is an event; and “significant” captures the personal valuation of said content. To 
say something is significant offers us a convenient ambiguity: it signifies, but it also has a certain weight 
and value.  
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the following definition of meaning: “Meaning is a shared event that is created and recreated as it 
happens […]. It is always an interaction between reality and human apprehension of the same, in 
a given moment of time and history, and as such is dynamic and in evolution… it is never simply 
the transmission of a message from producer to receiver.”17 This idea of meaning as a “shared 
event” fits well with Paul Ricouer’s theory of interpretation, which sees the work of 
interpretation as the “dialectic between event and meaning” (I return to Ricoeur’s “heuristic” 
conception of interpretation in Bridge Three).18 
The American philosopher Susanne Langer (1895 -1985) was a trailblazer in the 
philosophy of music, and her thought undergirds Heaney’s work, as well as my own. Langer 
wrote Philosophy in a New Key in 1942, and then Feeling and Form in 1953, to show, among 
other things, how humans are essentially symbol-using creatures. Symbols are a kind of sign, but 
symbolic signs are greater than mere signs (“mere” signs can also be called signals). Langer 
states that signs (signals) are simply “something to act upon, or a means to command action,” 
whereas “the symbol is an instrument of thought.”19 To use a basic example, the arrows pasted 
on the ground of a public building (now commonplace in this time of pandemic) are signs that 
simply point out where we must walk. A symbol, such as the Statue of Liberty, operates through 
abstraction so as to pull together its various sensible elements to create layers of meaning. 
 
17 Maeve Louise Heaney, Music as Theology: What Music Has to Say About the Word, Princeton 
Theological Monograph Series 184 (Eugene, OR: Pickwick Publications, 2012), 84–85. I reversed the 
order of the text before and after the […]. Heaney is making a distinction between semiology and mere 
communication, a distinction which comes from Heaney’s appropriation of the work of musical 
semiologist Jean-Jacques Nattiez, who himself is responding to Ferdinand de Saussure and Charles 
Sanders Pierce.  
18 Paul Ricoeur rejects the structuralism of late modernity that reduces everything to “systems” or 
“codes,” and he also rejects the romantic-psychological hermeneutics of Schleiermacher and Dilthey that 
overemphasize the communicator’s own subjective understanding and intention; he sees both of these 
positions as exhibiting a “non-dialogical one-sidedness.” See Paul Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory: 
Discourse and the Surplus of Meaning (Fort Worth, TX: Texas Christian University Press, 1976), 23. 
19 Susanne K. Langer, Philosophy in a New Key: A Study in the Symbolism of Reason, Rite, and Art, 3rd 
edition (Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press, 1967), 63. 
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Symbols abstract themselves from the physical-causal order of the universe, in that what I “see” 
is no longer shapes and colors, but a form. “Abstractive seeing is the foundation of our 
rationality, and is its definite guarantee long before the dawn of any conscious generalization or 
syllogism. It is the function which no other animal shares. Beasts do not read symbols…Dogs 
scorn our paintings because they see colored canvases, not pictures.”20 Symbols, then, are 
conceivable and have logical form, unlike mere signs (signals), which operate more on the level 
of stimulus-response. As symbols, musical forms pull together sensible elements (like tones and 
rhythms) to express layers of meaning. 
Langer’s work on music and semantics was largely influenced by her background in 
symbolic logic and process philosophy (and, probably, her own ability to play cello). Langer is 
fascinated by music, especially pure music.21 While words can be set to music (as in opera or 
contemporary songwriting), pure music communicates just as powerfully as (and sometimes 
more powerfully than) words do.22 Just like language, we use it to share experiences and 
thoughts. Also like language, it is both a signifier and a symbol; it signifies in that it “points to” 
 
20 Langer, 72. In a later essay, Langer states that in the history of evolution, our species crossed the line 
from mere animals to humans when we graduated from the use of signs to the use of symbols. While 
animals can use signs to link interior states (e.g. desires) with the exterior world (e.g. food), a symbol 
causes us to think about the thing symbolized; for Langer, “therein lies the great importance of 
symbolism for human life.” See Susanne K. Langer, “The Lord of Creation,” Fortune, January 1944. 
21 “Music … is preeminently non-representative … it exhibits pure form not as an embellishment, but as 
its very essence.” See Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 209. 
22 “Pure music,” sometimes also called “absolute music,” generally refers to the sonic form (and the 
resulting aural experience of the form) of music—paradigmatically it is instrumental music without non-
musical elements like words/lyrics. Since the focus of this thesis is the sonic/aural experience of music, 
the reader should understand the term “music” to apply primarily to pure music and secondarily to things 
like songs. However, it is unwise to make too harsh a distinction, since, as will be shown below, the 
cultural-anthropological roots of musicmaking are too intertwined with other basic human functions to be 
separated out cleanly. See Andrew Kania, “The Philosophy of Music,” in The Stanford Encyclopedia of 
Philosophy, ed. Edward N. Zalta (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2017), 1, 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2017/entries/music/. 
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some aspect of reality (e.g. an emotion, or an action, or an image), but as a symbol, it is highly 
abstract (it is divorced from what it signifies).23  
Langer is concerned with debunking the modern-era assumption (espoused most clearly 
by logical positivists) that intellectual activity can be simply bifurcated as follows: “language is 
our only way to articulate thought, and everything which is not speakable thought, is feeling.”24 
This reductive assumption comes from a biased view that sees “only scientific and ‘material’ 
(semi-scientific) thought as really cognitive of the world” and that cognition “begins and ends 
with language; without the elements, at least, of scientific grammar, conception must be 
impossible.”25 It forces philosophers to explain the phenomenon of music as a type of 
pleasurable sensation, the satisfaction of taste, an emotional catharsis or “symptomatic” response 
to emotive stimuli, the “self-expression” of the artist, and in various other ways that discount it 
as a way of thinking.26 Langer uses musical knowing—both its perception and performance—as 
a prime example of intellectual activity that, while operating with a different type of “grammar” 
than deductive reasoning, is fully capable of cognition, and thus apprehending truth. The human 
mind is capable of a wider array of cognition corresponding to a wide variety of symbolic forms.  
The tonal structures we call ‘music’ bear a close logical similarity to the forms of human 
feeling—forms of growth and of attenuation, flowing and stowing, conflict and 
resolution, speed, arrest, terrific excitement, calm, or subtle activation and dreamy 
lapses—not joy and sorrow perhaps, but the poignancy of either and both – the greatness 
and brevity and eternal passing of everything vitally felt. Such is the pattern, or logical 
form, of sentience; and the pattern of music is that same form worked out in pure, 
measured sound and silence. Music is a tonal analogue of emotive life. […] Such formal 
 
23 The word “chair” can simply signify (point to) the thing I am sitting on right now, but it can also act as 
a symbol, in the sense that the “chair of Peter” symbolizes something quite expansive in the Church. 
Similarly, a two-note descending pattern can be used by my computer to signify that I have clicked 
wrongly, and yet the same two-note pattern can be used as a musical expression (a symbol) to express a 
more complex experience of disappointment or frustration. 
24 Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 87. 
25 Langer, 88. 
26 Langer, 210–22. Also see Kania, “The Philosophy of Music.” 
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analogy, or congruence of logical structures, is the prime requisite for the relation 
between a symbol and whatever it is to mean. The symbol and the object symbolized 
must have some common logical form.27 
 
In order to provide conceptual clarity, Langer spends a lot of time describing how music 
does, and does not, relate to us as listeners. She finds music to be different than verbal language 
because it presents to the listener something about the interior or affective life: “There are 
certain aspects of the so-called ‘inner life’ – physical or mental – which have formal properties 
similar to those of music – patterns of motion and rest, of tension and release, of agreement and 
disagreement, preparation, fulfilment, excitation, sudden change, etc.”28 Precisely how those 
inner objects are represented by sound has been the subject of numerous theories that she rejects, 
such as the ‘emotive-symptom’ theories one would find from Plato to Schopenhauer, which 
would hold that music is simply an impassioned response to the contemplation of a kind of 
Platonic beauty. She also rejects the ‘natural sound’ theories, which would state that music (and 
language) have “natural” correspondences to the empirical world (i.e. that words “naturally” 
sound like their referent, and music “naturally” sounds like the feeling it symbolizes). 
Additionally, she rejects the idea that music is “sheer self-expression.”29 Langer ultimately 
settles on a symbolic conception of music, stemming from Wagner:  
What music expresses, is eternal, infinite and ideal; it does not express the passion, love, 
or longing of such-and-such an individual on such-and-such an occasion, but passion, 
love or longing it itself, and this it presents in that unlimited variety of motivations, 
which is the exclusive and particular characteristic of music, foreign and inexpressible to 
any other language.30  
 
 
27 Susanne K. Langer, Feeling and Form (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 1953), 27. 
28 Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 228. 
29 Langer, 216. 
30 Richard Wagner, “Ein glücklicher Abend,” from the Gazette Musicale (1841), quoted in Langer, 221–
22. 
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Langer immediately qualifies this conception, stating that while music is about feelings, it 
is not simply schmaltzy sentimentality:    
Despite the romantic phraseology, this passage states quite clearly that music is not self-
expression, but formulation and representation of emotions, moods, mental tensions and 
resolutions – a ‘logical picture’ of sentient, responsible life, a source of insight, not a plea 
for sympathy. Feelings revealed in music are … presented directly to our understanding, 
that we may grasp, realize, comprehend these feelings, without pretending to have them 
or imputing them to anyone else. Just as words can describe events we have not 
witnessed, places and things we have not seen, so music can present emotions and moods 
we have not felt, passions we did not know before. Its subject-matter is the same as that 
of ‘self-expression,’ and its symbols may even be borrowed, upon occasion, from the 
realm of expressive symptoms; yet the borrowed suggestive elements are formalized, and 
the subject-matter ‘distanced’ in an artistic perspective (222).  
 
Langer’s notion of “distancing” seems to presage Paul Ricoeur’s hermeneutics: symbolic 
distancing makes emotive contents conceivable. Langer’s key contribution to this area of 
philosophy, and to my own theological discussion of music, is that she embraces and highlights 
the logic of the arts – musical knowing is as intellectual and “rational” as any other form of 
knowing.  If we define knowledge as “cognitive contact with reality arising out of acts of 
intellectual virtue,”31 then, as an agent of knowledge, musical symbols are just as powerful, 
perhaps more powerful, compared to language. Through symbolic forms, music gives us 
cognitive contact with reality; the reality we contact just happens to be less “concrete” than other 
objects of knowledge and harder to reach through verbal discourse. Yet these objects, as well as 
 
31 This is admittedly an idiosyncratic definition of knowledge, stemming from the field of virtue 
epistemology. Yet, musical knowing, as arising from the performance and reperformance of a learned 
skill, fits this definition quite well. See Linda Zagzebski, “What Is Knowledge?,” in The Blackwell Guide 
to Epistemology, ed. John Greco and Ernest Sosa (Malden, Mass.: Blackwell, 1999), 109, 
https://doi.org/10.1002/9781405164863.ch3. 
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the knowledge they present to us, are as real as the paper I am writing now.32 Langer is able to 
thread the needle between the multiple philosophical positions that would rob music of its 
epistemic weight: music is not simply irrational sentiment, nor is it the attempt to express the 
ineffable in a solipsistic and unshareable way, nor is it reducible to a visual or verbal symbolic 
form (such as a score). This, in my view, makes it a prime outlet for “inexpressible groanings” of 
the Spirit that are too deep for words (Gal 4:16). 
Langer is able to offer such a fine-grained analysis because she makes an important 
distinction between discursive symbolism and presentational symbolism. All symbols bear a 
formal analogy to the object they symbolize, or a “congruence of logical structures,” in that they 
can give us a virtual image of their actual object.33 Discursive symbols are what we find in 
language and mathematics, which have vocabularies (smaller units) with fixed meanings and a 
syntax (rules for creating larger units). The ability to name or denotate is the “cardinal virtue” of 
language (and discursive symbolism).34  Presentational symbols, however, are different—they 
operate more on the level of intuition, and they more readily connotate [sic] extra (or deeper) 
meaning outside of what is explicit and obvious. Presentational symbols give us insight more 
than sight—they symbolize an interior or “higher” world. Langer would hold that the 
presentational symbols of the arts “are better in articulating the order of our inner life. They 
create a virtual world that has felt import” and they tap into our dreaming and mythical 
consciousness.35 There is an immediacy and a right-now-ness to this form of meaning; to return 
 
32 Langer states that “The content of art is always real; the mode of its presentation, whereby it is at once 
revealed and ‘distanced’, may be a fiction” in Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 223. This “fictional” or 
“virtual” use of symbols is revisited in Bridge Three. 
33 Langer, Feeling and Form, 27.  
34 Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 101. 
35 Rudolf Makkreel, “Cassirer, Langer, and Dilthey on the Distinctive Kinds of Symbolism in the Arts,” 
Journal of Transcendental Philosophy, March 16, 2020, 3–4, https://doi.org/10.1515/jtph-2019-0023. My 
emphasis. 
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to Ricouer’s theory of interpretation, my current self is part and parcel of the understanding that 
emerges.  
Visual and performing arts give us presentational symbols, and music is the 
presentational symbol par excellence.36 Langer states that “The recognition of presentational 
symbolism as a normal and prevalent vehicle of meaning widens our conception of rationality far 
beyond the traditional boundaries, yet never breaks faith with logic in the strictest sense. 
Wherever a symbol operates, there is a meaning; and conversely, different classes of experience 
– say, reason, intuition, appreciation – correspond to different types of symbolic mediation. No 
symbol is exempt from the office of logical formulation, of conceptualizing what it conveys; 
however simple its import, or however great, this import is a meaning, and therefore an element 
for understanding.”37 It follows that musical knowing is as rational as any other form of 
cognition. 
 
Bridge Two, Level One: Music works on us, from within us 
Theodor Adorno states that “interpreting language means: understanding language; 
interpreting music means: making music.”38 While the difference between verbal and musical 
expressions may not be so cut and dry, the underlying point is clear: music must always be done; 
 
36 Langer sees music as “the most highly developed type” of a “purely connotational semantic.” She is not 
saying that music is somehow more powerful or more beautiful than other arts; she is merely pointing to 
the convenience of using music as a paradigm for presentational symbols, because of music’s non-
representational characteristics. This is because music, of all the arts, is so perceptually distant from what 
it represents. A “sad” sonata is not sad in the way a human face is sad, and yet it can just as powerfully 
mediate sadness to us.  Langer, Philosophy in a New Key, 101. 
37 Langer, 97. On the same page she states: This “brings within the compass of reason much that has been 
traditionally relegated to ‘emotion’ or to that crepuscular depth of the mind where ‘intuitions’ are 
supposed to be born.” 
38 Theodor Adorno, “Fragment über Musik und Sprache,” in Sprache, Dictung, Musik, ed. Jakob Knaus 
(Tübingen: Max Niemeyer, 1973), 73; quoted in Benson, xiii. 
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it is never simply received.  The activity of music (or “musicking,” to borrow a term from 
Christopher Small) is an active, embodied, and creative process, and this holds true from all 
perspectives, including that of the listener, composer, and performer.39  While Bridge One has 
helped us see that music has a certain logic to it, Bridge Two aims to help us see that music acts 
a certain way. Music making is a dynamic process that involves transgressing the boundary 
between one’s interior and exterior life, in a way that is both chosen and not chosen.  The 
constant interior-exterior give-and-take has theological consequences: it can help us receive the 
revelatory content that is mediated to us through the symbolic musical form. Music is primarily 
about feelings; and yet, it is also inherently moving and engaging.  
The performativity of music is seen most clearly in developing it as a skill:  We learn it 
by doing it. Mastery of this skill progresses from 1) listening to others do it, to 2) performing it 
ourselves, to 3) “reading” it, in a broad sense, and 4) “writing” it, in a broad sense.40 Also like 
language, though, those four “levels” of activity do not operate exclusively in their own spheres; 
they are all intertwined with each other. When the musical ear is trained, the musical listener is 
both passively and actively listening: passively, in the sense of receiving musical sounds, but 
also listening and trying out sounds for herself. In music education, the ability to audiate – that 
is, the ability to create a sound “in my head”—is a key capacity which must be developed.41 This 
ability, which is analogous to the ability to carry on an internal monologue “in my head,” is 
precisely the convergence of mental passivity and activity. (When the music instructor asks her 
 
39 “To music is to take part, in any capacity, in a musical performance, whether by performing, by 
listening, by rehearsing or practicing, by providing material for performance (what is called composing), 
or by dancing.” See Christopher Small, Musicking: The Meanings of Performing and Listening, 
Music/Culture (Middletown, CT: Wesleyan University Press, 1998), 9. 
40 I consider the stylized articulation of a musical symbolic form to be musical “literacy,” regardless of 
whether a person is capable of using the formalized conventions of musical notation.   
41 For a definition of audiation, see “Chapter 1: Audiation” in Edwin E. Gordon, Learning Sequences in 
Music: A Contemporary Music Learning Theory (Chicago: GIA Publications, 2012). 
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students to “hear” the pitch “in their heads” before singing it, are the students hearing the pitch in 
their heads, or singing it, or both?). More than with verbal language, however, when we really 
listen to music, we can never be passive receivers. Music “acts” on us because it is inherently 
performative; one cannot listen to music without somehow involving oneself in a performance.  
Music is a way of knowing the world, and offers cognitive contact with reality; however, 
it is particularly effective in unbounded and open-ended situations. This realization also tracks 
the developments in epistemology that have questioned the idea that there is a hard distinction 
between knowing that something is true (“propositional” knowledge) and knowing how to do 
something (knowing a “skill”). The philosopher Gilbert Ryle, in his 1949 book The Concept of 
Mind, noted the philosophical absurdity of assuming that exercising a skill somehow involves 
consciously recalling rules or canons, as if one engages in “tandem operations of theoretically 
avowing maxims and then putting them into practice.”42  While it can be argued that knowing 
anything – even the most basic fact, such as “this is a desk” or “dogs have legs” or “my name is 
Michael” is as much a knowing-how as a knowing-that, it can also be argued that doing things 
gracefully, wittily, discreetly, tactfully, slyly, artfully, etc. manifests an intelligence of a higher 
sort than the automatic and unthinking execution of a trained skill.  It is no wonder, then, that in 
recent years, the concepts of performativity and embodiment have grown more important in the 
humanities, the social sciences, and critical theory, and this has had an effect on the visual and 
performing arts. There has been a renewed understanding that the art of composition and the art 
of performance are really two sides of the same coin. Ryle suggests that intelligent activity can 
 
42 Gilbert Ryle, The Concept of Mind, University Paperbacks (New York: Barnes & Noble, 1949), 46. If 
every intelligent act required mentally registering a true proposition, this would lead to an infinite regress 
(I would need to think to do X, which would require me to think to think to do X, which requires me to 
think to think to think to do X, etc.). 
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be seen as “the engaging of partly trained wits in a partly fresh situation.”43 The intelligent 
activity of musicking fits that definition perfectly.   
Ryle’s insight is especially important for those who listen to and watch the performing 
arts, because he shows that, as long as one is focused, there is no such thing as a “passive” 
listener. As in the case of sports spectators, who enjoy a brilliant play because have the (skilled) 
ability to anticipate the various possibilities of what could happen each moment, so too do 
listeners of a brilliant musical performance. Listening is always an activity of understanding.  
 When philosophers espouse a “foundationalist” approach to knowledge—the idea that 
basic beliefs ground other beliefs— we are left begging the question. When philosophers say that 
knowledge is a “justified true belief,” the idea that knowledge must somehow be propositional 
can easily sneak in. When a philosopher takes a “coherentist” approach to knowledge—the idea 
that our beliefs must somehow cohere in a noncontradictory way—the paradoxes of our own 
existence, and of faith, hope, and love, are ignored. When we see music, or “musicking,” as a 
way of knowing an embodied symbolic form, not only are we able to overcome the shortcomings 
of traditional definitions of knowledge, but we are also able to see a way of receiving revelatory 
knowledge that verbal communication cannot contain.   
The sensory aspects of music that lead to a dynamic, performative, and embodied 
experience the distinctiveness of the musical symbolic form, as compared to verbal symbolic 
forms. Heaney, in looking at the work of various musicologists and musical semioticians, lists 
the basic components of music as: silence, rhythm, melody, tone color or timbre, and harmony 
(and I would add various other elements such as articulation, volume/dynamics, and novelties of 
 
43 Gilbert Ryle, On Thinking, ed. Konstantin Kolenda (Totowa, N.J.: Rowman and Littlefield, 1979), 129; 
Quoted in Paul Steinbeck, “Improvisation, Identity, Analysis, Performance,” American Music Review 
XLIV, no. 1 (Fall 2014): 2. 
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noise that make a piece of music unique).44 When these elements are combined into music, we 
experience something meaningful, but in a way different than verbal discourse.  Willem Marie 
Speelman, Dutch musicologist and semiotician notes nine differences between verbal dynamics 
(Vx) and musical dynamics (Mx): 
1) Vx are more geared toward sending and receiving messages, while Mx are geared 
toward sharing and listening;  
2) Vx tend toward disengagement, and Mx tend toward engagement;  
3) Vx are structured around oppositions (e.g. white is not black, man is not woman) while 
Mx are geared toward intervals (we hear harmonics as notes tending toward, or moving 
with, other notes); 
4) Vx generally use imagistic symbols while Mx generally use orientational symbols; 
5) Vx are more static while Mx are more dynamic; 
6) Vx tend toward an explanation that steps out of time, while Mx tend toward following 
a movement in time;  
7) Vx tend toward pinning things down in a certain place; Mx tend toward omnipresence 
and the penetration of space; 
8) Vx tend toward differentiation; Mx tend toward integration/harmonization; 
9) Vx often create distance to refer to reality while Mx often collapse distance so as to 
receive reality. 45 
  
 While the above distinctions between Vx and Mx are not meant to be hard and fast, they 
offer a contrast in tendencies that highlights the embodied and motive quality of music.  
I would offer a corollary or expansion for the list above: While Vx and Mx both work on 
our minds and hearts, Mx opens our bodies—especially our guts—in a way that Vx do not. The 
pulsing of rhythm, the vibrations of a melody, and the tension/release of harmony act on our guts 
as much as our minds; and yet, musical symbols are no less “intelligent” than verbal ones. Good 
art can hold together beauty and ugliness, and music brings that tension right into our bodies. 
 
44 Heaney, Music as Theology, 2012, 109. 
45 This is my own summary of Heaney, 116. For the original, see Speelman, “Music and the Word: Two 
Pillars of the Liturgy,” GIA Quarterly 19 (2008).  
 27 
When we cry out “Ohhhhh!” in “Were You There?” we are performing the paradox and 
contradictions living in our bodies: The existence of evil in a world created good; the absurdity 
of belief; the paradoxical idea that when I am weak, I am strong (cf. 2 Cor 12:10); the terrifying 
act of entrusting my own suffering into the hands of a person I cannot see; and, as will be 
discussed in the third chapter, the power to draw me into a suffering that is not my own. 
  
Bridge Two, Level Two: Opening up to Trust 
Music works on us, from within us; yet it also works on us from without. Music 
infiltrates our bodies and minds in a different way than words do.  Heaney uses a particularly 
powerful term to describe the power of music compared to verbal speech: music is invasive.46  
The theologian Rev. Msgr. Pierangelo Sequeri, takes seriously this “invasive” quality of 
music.47 His major work, Il Dio Affidabile: Saggio di Teologia Fondamentale (1996) is a 
behemoth even for those who read Italian (I do not), and so in 2002 he published L’Idea della 
Fede: Trattato di teologia fondamentale (translated into Spanish in 2007) as a more accessible 
entrée into his thought. His work in fundamental theology arises from his experience in music: 
he crosses over into musicology and aesthetics, and he himself is a composer and conductor.  
The core of his unique contribution to fundamental theology is his treatment of faith (he prefers 
the term fides). Sequeri believes that “the recovery of a global theological treatment of Christian 
believing”  will help overcome the limits of a traditional theology of faith.48 However, as 
 
46 Heaney, 125; 156. 
47 Sequeri was a Professor of Fundamental Theology at the Faculty of Theology of Northern Italy in 
Milan, and he occupies a unique place in the development of theological aesthetics. 
48 Pierangelo Sequeri, Teología Fundamental: La Idea de la Fe, trans. José María Hernández, Lux Mundi 
Manuales 87 (Salamanca: Ediciones Sígueme, S. A., 2007), 12. This publication is the Spanish translation 
of Sequeri’s Italian original L’idea della fede: Trattato di teologia fondamentale. Here, the English 
translation is my own.   
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Gallagher shows, “he is interested in faith-as-believed and not just as believable,” shirking the 
modern temptation to defend the cultural relevance or plausibility of faith in the face of 
secularism.49  
He sees his work with the faculty of belief as offering a broadened Christian 
epistemology that takes seriously both the particular Christian experience of faith and 
anthropological research.50 One of his aims is to offer a better account of how revelation can be 
received by humanity, especially in the modern/postmodern era that is so inundated by verbal 
messaging. Like Langer, Sequeri rejects the Enlightenment’s divorce of faith and reason from 
each other, which forces a false choice upon the believer: my faith is either propositional 
knowledge, or else a subjective and isolated affective experience. Sequeri reasserts the 
singularity of all human knowing: While there may be different “types” of truths—say, a 
religious truth (e.g. the world was created in six days) and a scientific truth (e.g. the world was 
not created in six days)—they all are believed by the same intellect, using the same core faculty 
of belief.51 All knowing has a fundamentally “fiducial” or “fiable” quality to it, which is to say 
that there is always an element of trust or trustworthiness in our engagement with the reality 
 
49 Michael Paul Gallagher, “Truth and Trust: Pierangelo Sequeri’s Theology of Faith,” Irish Theological 
Quarterly 73, no. 1–2 (February 1, 2008): 24, https://doi.org/10.1177/0021140008091689. 
50 “Just as Newman defended the intuitive potential of the ‘illative sense,’ and Balthasar retrieved the 
aesthetic dimension for theology, and Lonergan came to focus on affective conversion, so too Sequeri 
wants to enlarge the agenda from the empirical in order to account for richer dimensions of symbolic 
meaning. Just as Joseph Ratzinger, before and after becoming Pope, has often pointed to the detrimental 
impact of a merely instrumental or functional epistemology, so Sequeri sees the dominance of merely 
technical reasoning as unworthy of the great human questions. He seeks to broaden the debate from the 
epistemological to the anthropological: if the interpersonal capacity for trust (which he likes to call fides) 
is not recognized as the key to human identity and to a deeper human knowing, our culture can all too 
easily dismiss not just religious faith but all forms of faith. When fides is left out of the zone of ratio, our 
horizon of knowledge loses its existential capacity and, as Newman would say, becomes unreal” 
(Gallagher 12). 
51 This could be restated without the logical contradiction: we might say, for example, that the world was 
created by God in six “days” that were more like overlapping artistic “movements” or “acts,” and not 
literally in six twenty-four-hour periods.  
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outside of ourselves—this includes the most demonstrable scientific and mathematical truths 
known to us.52  The world constantly engages us and forces us to decide in whom/what we put 
our trust.  
To illustrate how trust and reason coincide, take this simple example: if I do not make the 
small act of faith in other drivers on the road, I would never get behind the wheel—after all, 
driving is one of the most dangerous activities people do in their daily lives. Yet millions of us 
make the act of trust in other people, or in “the system,” or in good luck, and we drive. That act 
of trust is not irrational or “fideistic,” nor is it merely a cold mathematical calculation of risk and 
reward; it is, in addition to other things, a choice to entrust my person to something beyond me. 
While this “everyday trust” insight has been a part of Christian apologetics from the very 
beginning, it gets lost in contemporary theological discourse around revelation.53 Sequeri uses 
the term “the coscienza credente” or “believing consciousness” to describe a similar way of 
being in the world, but particularly attuned to belief in major existential truths.54 
 
52 These two terms are translations, both from Heaney and myself. 
53 Take, for example, Origen’s Contra Celsum, I.9-11, in which he refutes the charges that Christians are 
unthinking fideists. “All human acts depend on faith…Who goes on a voyage, or marries, or begets 
children, or casts seeds into the ground, unless he believes that things will turn out for the better, although 
it is possible that the opposite may happen—as it sometimes does?” Chadwick points out that Origen here 
is using commonplace examples that go back to Clitomachus, who is cited in Cicero’s works. See Origen, 
Contra Celsum, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1965), 14. 
54 This concept of a “believing coscienza” somewhat mirrors Cardinal Newman’s “illative sense,” in that 
it posits a kind of felt sense that leads or converges toward a basic existential truth (e.g. I am because God 
is). However, compared to the “illative sense,” Sequeri’s believing coscienza is a little more fleshed out, 
and it is better suited to our contemporary situation of supersaturation with “messaging” and information. 
Gallagher offers a little more nuance: “It is not a question of starting with the human capacity for trust, 
first awoken as Balthasar insists (and Sequeri echoes) by the mother’s smile, and of then saying that 
Christian faith is like that: we are invited beyond a comparative parable. Nor is it a question of starting 
with the singularity of Christ and realizing that within his unique Abbà relationship we find ourselves 
invited to trust God. Rather it is a question of mutual revelation of the power and fittingness of faith, 
because it is both human and divine. This mutual recognition is central for Sequeri: we recognize our 
range of faith because we are recognized by others and by Another.” See Gallagher, “Truth and Trust,” 
29. 
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The key connection to musical dynamics is the invasiveness of music—it presents me 
with an almost irresistible urge to let it into me, and trust that it is good for me. Sequeri 
repeatedly refers to grace as “a lordship that is not despotic” but rather rooted in pure desire or 
“pure affect.”55 In other words, there are plenty of non-despotic ways that I can be completely 
invaded, overwhelmed, taken over, swept off my feet, or even “dominated” by a good Lord. 
Unfortunately the individualism of the modern has chipped away at those possibilities.56 Sequeri 
would say that we believe a truth because of its fundamental trustworthiness, and only then do 
we consider rational credibility. Today’s task for true religion, then, is to restore the image of 
God as the loving and good Abbá-Father, so as to place trustworthiness, rather than credibility, at 
the root of one’s reception of revelation.57 Christ’s loving relationship with the Father 
exemplifies a particularly beautiful convergence of eros and agape, and Christians are invited to 
experience this convergence for themselves.   
In focusing on the interpersonal capacity for trust (which he calls fides), he is able to 
argue that knowing anything is a personal and affective human act.  As Michael Gallagher notes, 
“if the interpersonal capacity for trust (which he likes to call fides) is not recognized as the key to 
human identity and to a deeper human knowing, our culture can all too easily dismiss not just 
religious faith but all forms of faith. When fides is left out of the zone of ratio, our horizon of 
knowledge loses its existential capacity and, as Newman would say, becomes unreal.”58  Cultures 
 
55 Sequeri, Teología Fundamental: La Idea de la Fe, 242. 
56 The divorce of ratio from fides was worsened by the growth of the importance of personal freedom in 
the modern era. This has prodded Sequeri and his contemporaries in the so-called “Milan School” to 
develop a theology of faith through the reappraisal of the relationship between truth and freedom. He 
states that “[It is] the fusion of logos and nomos that releases the delight of a persuasion that is not merely 
one of deduction, and is also completely resistant to violence and special/ulterior interests.” See Sequeri, 
241. 
57 Sequeri, 13. See also Maeve Louise Heaney, Music as Theology: What Music Says about the Word, e-
book (Kindle) (Pickwick Publications - an Imprint of Wipf and Stock Publishers, 2012), 213. 
58 Gallagher, “Truth and Trust,” 12. 
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now assume that non-belief (or non-faith) is the neutral or even “natural” humanistic stance, but 
this ultimately leads to shallowness and superficiality. When faith is divorced from knowledge, a 
basic richness in anthropology is lost: “it is not only religious faith that is endangered: a 
shrunken image of the range of human consciousness damages our sense of ourselves,” 
concludes Gallagher.59  
Sequeri utilizes the term coscienza credente to describe one’s overall “believing 
consciousness.” 60 This believing coscienza is intentionally ambiguous/multivalent, because the 
activity of coming to trust in something outside of oneself is manifested in ways that are not 
exclusively moral (seeking goodness/rightness) or aesthetic (seeking beauty) or rational (seeking 
truth). Sequeri states, “The believing conscienza lives its own relationship with the truth 
according to modalities essentially mediated by an aesthetic and ethical appreciation: that is, 
from the trust/confidence and consent given to an appreciated justice of the truth [giustizia 
gradita della verità] that is shown in the form of symbolic evidence.”61 This strange phrase is a 
lot to unpack, and it highlights how slippery his thought can be; however, the interplay between 
consent, “justice,” truth, and symbolic evidence is important to notice, because, on my read, this 
 
59 Gallagher, 8. 
60 Gallagher offers this summary (with page citations) of the multivalent term ‘coscienza credente’ in 
Sequeri’s Il Dio Affidabile: Saggio di Teologia Fondamentale: “Sequeri himself explains that the term 
‘coscienza’ involves a basic ambivalence between a ‘moral’ and a ‘noetic’ meaning: it implies an ethical 
orientation, or a fidelity to responsibility, and it also implies an awareness directed towards knowledge 
through a person’s self-presence (356–357). Affective knowing and ethical response converge and are 
united. Aesthetic perception encounters a call and a promise that transforms. Hence the double 
significance is akin to his insistence on not separating our journey of truth from our adventure of freedom. 
It is also directed against a two-fold temptation in today’s culture. On the one hand, one can cultivate 
fides without ratio, and therefore fall into subjectivism of various kinds. On the other hand, one can opt 
for ratio without fides, and hence remain within the limiting objectivism of the Enlightenment 
inheritance. In his view, one escapes from this dilemma only by restoring an affective and fiducial 
dimension to consciousness/conscience and by discovering that ‘free obedience to the truth … is always 
mediated aesthetically’ (382). In this way ‘living consciousness, far from being a simple reflection of 
given reality, is a sensibility involving emotion and desire’ (400).”  Gallagher, “Truth and Trust,” 21. 
61 Translation from Heaney, 215, quoting Sequeri’s Estetica e Teologia: L’indicibile Emozione del Sacro 
(Milan: Glossa, 1993), 9. My emphasis. 
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lies at the heart of the “believing coscienza.” Importantly, while Cardinal Newman uses the term 
assent to describe attaining to important truths, Sequeri uses consent—it is not the work of the 
mind, but the work of the will/heart. When Sequeri uses the term “justice,” he often means 
“fittingness” or “rightness,” rather than the social-moral sense of fairness. A true belief about 
matters of great importance is often justified not through deductive reasoning but through 
“symbolic evidence”—the connection or cohesion of disparate objects into a meaning that is 
greater than the sum of its parts. This “symbolic evidence” is akin to Langer’s “significant form” 
and Balthasar’s Gestalt—it is aesthetic justification of a justified true belief.  
A beautiful symbol is an especially potent transmitter of revealed truth because it allows 
a medium to invade us and open us, in a nonviolent challenge to our freedom to resist. Sequeri 
claims that “Beauty appears originally in three constellations of events: in the splendor of a 
strength without match that assures protection, in the tenderness of care that recovers intimacy 
without submission, and in the delight/charm of grace that is of a spiritual order within sentient 
beings such that, even if conceded as purely symbolic, eludes satisfaction and recognition 
centered on oneself and sends one beyond oneself and towards us.62 Aesthetically, we desire 
transcendence and perception— the encounter with true beauty forces us to ask, “is this really the 
best of possible worlds?”63 We answer yes it is because beauty gives us an immanent sense of 
satisfaction, and also no it is not, because we are left wanting more and feeling an attunement to 
a greater order of things. Beauty, like love, awakens an awareness in us of a greater beauty; thus, 
it acts both from within and from without. The “symbolic evidence” that justifies some objective 
truth, then, is the form (e.g. music, art, ritual, poetry) of the intersubjective connection that 
makes an objective truth resonate out into the world. The experience of beauty attunes us toward 
 
62 Sequeri, Teología Fundamental: La Idea de la Fe, 240–41. My own translation and emphasis. 
63 (Sequeri, L’estro di Dio, 14, trans. Heaney, Music as Theology, 2012, 188. 
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a free rein of meaning, transcending informational or instrumental reason, and yet it is still able 
to persuade us into believing something about key theological-philosophical concepts like truth 
and justice.64 
Sequeri, like Langer, thinks that music occupies a special place in aesthetics. Not only 
does music offer us a deeply embedded universal phenomenon across cultures, it also contains 
special semiotic properties. Rhythm and harmony are embodied at a depth that other artforms 
cannot achieve. One can say that music mediates, immediately.65  Sequeri supplies another 
loaded Italian term for this quality of music: operativitá (Heaney translates this as “operativity”). 
He states, “[T]here is a dimension of the symbolic, which human beings more typically live 
from, which have instead the form of action . . . it does not produce objects, it transforms 
subjects. It establishes invisible bonds, which cannot be reduced to a meaning, to a concept, to an 
idea. Nor to a sign. Because they are bonds that act as strengths of interiority, not as exterior 
forms [sic].66 This “operativity” of music is what fosters “intimacy without submission,” to 
return to a previous quotation above. It forces us to choose—first, simply to trust, and second, 
how to trust. Once this bond of trust is established, beauty can work on us, both from without 
and from within.  
  Sequeri, then, agrees with Speelman’s analysis that performing, singing, and listening 
engage the whole person immediately, such that, compared to verbal speech, there is less 
distance between the idea communicated from the originator of the idea. Sequeri bristles at 
calling music a language: “The meaning of music is the celebration of the quality of the signifier 
freed from the obsession of language. In this sense, the idea of music as ‘language of emotions’ 
 
64 Gallagher, 17. 
65 Heaney, Music as Theology, 2012, 230. 
66 Sequeri, L’estro di Dio, 176-177. Trans. Maeve Heaney. (Sequeri writes in sentence fragments). 
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is, in my eyes, of an unbearable banality...[it is in singling out] the autonomy of the musical—
symbolic-affective, but not formalistic or emotional—that the question of the redemptive 
function of the musical can be revisited, in today’s cultural and social dimension, which is 
drowning in the obsession of exchanging words, communicating meanings, transmitting 
messages.”67 While I believe we can say that music is a language, or at least, it is like a language, 
I take his point: music can operate at a deeper or more “interior” level than verbal 
communication.   
 To come to know something to be true, the mind assents to truth; it registers a 
correspondence to an objective reality; it senses a coherence of one truth within an interior 
network of mutually-validating truths. However, there is a substratum of activity within the 
human heart that undergirds all knowing: the will must consent to know something. This work of 
consent involves bringing something exterior into oneself, and being opened up, from without. 
Music is able to play across the boundary between my interior life and the world exterior to me, 
and as it engages in this play, it forces me to build up an intelligent and mature capacity to trust. 
While this will be revisited later in this paper, it is worth noting the contemporary relevance of 
Sequeri’s insight: We live in a world of social fragmentation where public trust in institutions 
and interpersonal trust continues to weaken and erode. This is not part of God’s salvific plan.   
 
Bridge Three: Improvisation and Discovery 
 An important component of music, in addition to its symbolic nature, is its 
improvisational nature. The poiesis or creativity of the artistic endeavor, whether verbal, visual, 
or aural, expresses a surplus of meaning. The artist is able to use symbolic tools that would, in 
 
67 Pierangelo Sequeri, “Music and Resurrection,” trans. Paul Colilli, Toronto Journal of Theology 29, no. 
2 (2013): 419–20, https://doi.org/10.3138/tjt.29.2.417. 
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non-artistic contexts, simply offer significations in a closed system of meaning.  Paul Ricoeur’s 
“tension theory” of symbol and metaphor can provide us with structural trusses for this third 
Bridge, which highlights the heuristic nature of music.  
 Ricoeur notes that “both poetic and scientific language aim at a reality more real than 
appearances.”68 They do this by utilizing models that help us describe obscure realities. Models 
are imagined constructs – heuristic fictions – and these constructs are “more accessible to 
description as a more complex domain of reality whose properties correspond to the properties of 
the object. […] To describe a domain of reality in terms of an imaginary theoretical model is a 
way of seeing things differently by changing our language about the subject of our investigation. 
This change of language proceeds from the construction of a heuristic fiction and through the 
transposition of the characteristics of this heuristic fiction to reality itself.”69  
Symbols help us begin to express these “obscure” realities. There are plenty of ways to 
use symbols. At the most basic level, words are symbols, and they act as signifiers.  At a more 
complex level, symbols can encapsulate and signify a “surplus” of signification, especially in 
myths (e.g. the sea in ancient storytelling signifies more than a body of water) and in ritual (e.g. 
venerating the cross). Furthermore, symbols can also be used in allegories as didactic 
instruments.70 For Ricoeur, those deeper symbols straddle both a linguistic stratum and a non-
linguistic stratum. They are expressible, yet also presemantic; this explains why they are so 
important in fields like psychoanalysis, poetics, and history of religions.71 Symbols bear 
meaning, and thus they emerge at the intersection of “force” and “form.”  
 
68 Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory, 67. 
69 Ricoeur, 67. 
70 Ricoeur, 56. 
71 Ricoeur, 53. 
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The metaphor, however, is an event of discourse; it is completely linguistic. Unlike 
words, mythical/ritual symbols, and allegories, metaphors create a new reality. A true (a “live”) 
metaphor cannot be decoded or translated in a way that makes it substitutable for other symbols. 
72 Symbols are “bound” to the cosmos (or to a given “reality”) in a way that metaphors are not, 
and allegories can be “eliminated” (decoded) once they do their didactic work; but metaphors 
have a way of playing with symbols that keeps them “alive.” A dead metaphor (e.g. “the feet of a 
chair”) is not actually a metaphor; it is simply an item in a lexicon. A live metaphor (e.g. “Time 
is a thief”) sparks the imagination to create meaning.  Metaphors act as a fiction (I prefer the 
term play rather than fiction), in the tension between similarity and dissimilarity of symbols. This 
tensive play, or interplay, creates new meaning in such a way that deeper or higher layers of 
reality are revealed.73 Metaphors activate the mind to draw the relationships between these 
planes; symbols, however, are “presemantic” and have roots in these planes.74 Ricoeur states that 
“Live metaphors are metaphors of invention within which the response to the discordance in the 
sentence is a new extension of meaning” and that “metaphor occurs in the already purified 
universe of the logos, while the symbol hesitates on the dividing line between bios and logos.”75 
Metaphors are able to “bring two separate domains into cognitive and emotional relation by 
 
72 Ricoeur rejects the classical/ancient definition of metaphor, seen in Aristotle’s Poetics: “the application 
to  a thing of a name that belongs to something else, the transference taking place from genus to species, 
from species to genus, from species to species, or proportionally.”   On this definition, “we can translate a 
metaphor, i.e. replace the literal meaning for which the figurative word is a substitute. In effect, 
substitution plus restitution equals zero… metaphor does not furnish any new information about reality.”  
Ricoeur, 49.  
73“New possibilities for articulating and conceptualizing reality can arise through an assimilation of 
hitherto separated semantic fields.” See Ricoeur, Interpretation Theory, 57. 
74 Ricoeur, 69. 
75 Ricoeur, 52; 59. Also see p. 55 for his “tension” theory. 
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using language directly appropriate for the one as a lens for seeing the other” thereby revealing 
“new relationships.”76 
To return to Bridge Two for a moment, let us recall the four-part process, both linguistic 
and musical, in creative communication: listening, then speaking/singing, then reading, then 
writing.  At all four of these stages, Ricoeur would notice a “dialectic between event and 
meaning,” which is his technical way of saying that texts can never be isolated from one’s 
historical context. Meaning happens at all four of those stages, not simply at a single 
compositional stage, nor in some Platonic realm. While language systems exist virtually and 
outside of time, discourse is only realized temporally, in the present moment. Even the simple act 
of thinking something to myself is dialogical and not monological, in that (as Plato would say) 
the soul dialogues with itself.77  
When one encounters a metaphor, this dialectic between event and meaning produces a 
type of interpretation that redescribes differences and resemblances such that “a new vision of 
reality springs forth” and “makes way for the revelation of a new dimension of reality and 
truth.”78 Reading a metaphor necessarily involves interpretation, and this interpretive process 
somehow offers clarity where a combination of symbols otherwise created obscurity. 
“Interpretation is the process by which disclosure of new modes of being – or if you prefer 
Wittgenstein to Heidegger, of new forms of life—gives to the subject a new capacity for 
knowing himself.”79 Reading a metaphor engages one in the lively back-and-forth process of 
 
76 Ricoeur, 67. Here Ricoeur is borrowing language from Max Black’s Models and Metaphors (Ithaca, 
NY: Cornell University Press, 1962).  
77 Ricoeur, 15. 
78 Ricoeur, 68. 
79 Ricoeur, 94. 
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“guessing at” meaning and then “validating” it (playing with it in one’s head, chewing on it, 
etc.), because the author/writer’s intention is never fully accessible to us.80  
 When we engage in “musicking,” to return to a phrase used in Bridge Two, we are 
engaging in an inherently heuristic process. Bruce Ellis Benson, in his The Improvisation of 
Musical Dialogue, rejects what he calls “the binary opposition of composition and performance” 
that seemed to arise after the Baroque period.81 In Western music, the performance of Medieval, 
Renaissance, and Baroque music was heavily improvisational, in which composers wrote scores 
that were closer to “sketches” and outlines to be filled in by performers. “In the musical practice 
of Medieval, Renaissance, and Baroque music, there was a significantly different way of 
conceptualizing music, in which the principal focus of music making was the performance itself. 
The idea of a musical work as an entity that was distinct and autonomous from the performance 
simply did not exist…there was no clear line of separation between composing and 
performing.”82 Composers of the “classical period” of music, epitomized by Mozart and 
Beethoven, often had stricter expectations for their performers, and so the writing of these works 
was done in a way to reproduce it with precision. Yet Benson holds that, even in the limit cases 
of Mozart and Beethoven, improvisation has always been, and always is, prior to both 
composition and performance: in writing, “one begins with certain ideas or themes and 
 
80 Here, Ricoeur echoes most contemporary theorists, in that he rejects the old Romanticist hermeneutical 
assumption that we can “understand an author better than s/he understood her/himself.” In this same 
section, Ricoeur also makes comparisons to musical scores which may conflict with my thesis; however, 
his brief remarks about music are not substantial enough to merit comment. See Ricoeur, 75. We should 
also note Augustine’s statement that, in the process of interpreting Scripture, “discovering things is much 
more gratifying if there has been some difficulty in the search for them.” See Augustine, Teaching 
Christianity (De Doctrina Christiana), ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Edmund Hill, vol. 11, The Works of 
Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, I (Brooklyn, NY: New City Press, 1996). 
81 Bruce Ellis Benson, The Improvisation of Musical Dialogue: A Phenomenology of Music (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2003), 24. 
82 Benson, 22. 
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improvises on them until something results.”83 On the one hand, a musician never creates ex 
nihilo – there are always standards and precedents to which one responds. On the other hand, the 
performer is never following a rote system of cues; there is always some degree of interpretation 
happening, even in the most refined and precise settings. “Musicking” is precisely engaging 
one’s “partly trained wits” in a “partly fresh situation,” to quote Ryle again.  
This is where metaphor and music share a common revelatory power. In the heuristic 
process of “guessing at” and “validating” meaning in real time, “musicking” always engages all 
four of the stages of musical intelligence, and never just one. Even the listener is unconsciously 
composing in her head, just like a spectator at a sports game “sees” the creative possibilities 
ahead of the players. A musician is always partly following a preset pattern and partly leading 
into uncharted territory, because musical expressions combine preexisting musical thoughts with 
current embodied realities. This necessitates a honed imagination; not an “anything goes” 
imagination, but one that corresponds to the standards of the art in which one engages. This 
virtual reality, completely interior to a person, becomes exteriorized in performance. It is both 
taught and discovered by practice. The learner watches and is watched by the master; and 
simultaneously the learner is watching herself, developing her own aesthetic tastes in 
relationship to that of others. Thus we can say that music shares in the power of metaphor to 
reveal new relationships in that, as noted above, it can “bring two separate domains into 
cognitive and emotional relation.”     
My thesis is depends on a precise understanding of metaphor: I am arguing that one’s 
“musical ear” affects  one’s “spiritual ear.” If one reads these terms as merely window-dressing 
some other human capacity (e.g. rational understanding, or affectivity) with words, then perhaps 
 
83 Benson, 55. 
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we would call that a merely metaphorical use of language. However, it should be clear, given the 
theoretical framework just supplied, that I am rejecting this “weak” sense of metaphor – when I 
use metaphor in this paper, I am not simply providing “ornamentation” or “embellishment.” My 
thesis relies on a strong sense of metaphor—an analogical and ontological sense—that is 
undergirded by the presemantic power of symbol. That people have musical “ears” is largely 
uncontroversial (it is not a coincidence that one’s “ear” for music is largely a dead metaphor 
indicating an intellectual capacity). More controversial is my claim that we really do have 
spiritual “ears”—and I am confident that the reader, by the end of this paper, will come to see 
how this live metaphor indicates something real and true about the human capacity to relate to 
God.  
Both symbol and metaphor can hold in tension things that normally cannot go together—
pain and pleasure; sense and nonsense; silence and sound; good and evil; etc. Moreover, they 
both connect different planes of knowledge – most importantly, that of personal experience (my 
interior world) and the rest of the cosmos (the exterior world). To “hear God” in the beauty of 
music, however, is to activate the dynamic “play” of one’s imagination and understanding in the 
moment of beholding the sonic form. Hearing the Word this way can bear divine insight as much 
as sight—expanding one’s understanding inwardly and outwardly.  
 
The Off-Ramp: Schooling the Ear to School the Soul 
It should be clear by now that music, as a symbolic form of beauty, opens us up to many 
layers of meaning. Music, as a performing art and species of beauty, communicates this meaning 
in way both similar to and distinct from language. Music is cognitive activity that reveals and 
receives a kind of intelligence. It “operates” in that opens us and draws us further into the 
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mysterious realm of the inner life, by which something greater than ourselves is revealed. Music 
gives us insight into ourselves— as Langer says, “Art is the articulation, not the stimulation or 
catharsis, of feeling; and the height of technique is simply the highest power of this sensuous 
revelation and wordless abstraction.”84 In its harmonies and rhythms, it incarnates into our 
bodies, and it draws us into attentive performance, always with an element of improvisation. 
How could God, who is logos, not want to use this form to communicate God’s self to us?   
What should begin to emerge to the reader is the parallel between musical learning and 
spiritual learning. The work of learning music is a heuristic process like cogitating over a 
metaphor; in doing the work, reality becomes revealed to us. It is no wonder that humans have 
gone to such lengths to perfect the art, only to hear it evolve again. Old sounds are reinterpreted 
in new ways; the techniques of a genre and the tastes of a community offer a “binding” to 
counterbalance the “loosing” of improvisation. The work of teaching music involves verbal 
instruction as well as affective-performative sharing. A musician’s apprenticeship is not unlike 
that of a Christian’s discipleship.  
Art as spirituality exists in the confluence between the material and spiritual realms. 
While some worldviews have pitted these against each other, others have embraced their 
complementarity and interwovenness. This interplay between the sensual and the rest of our 
cognitive faculties resulted in the ancient theological concept of the “spiritual senses,” to which 




84 Susanne K. Langer, Problems of Art: Ten Philosophical Lectures (New York: Charles Scribner’s Sons, 
1957), 90. 
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Chapter 2: The Spiritual Senses 
Back to the Sources 
 In this chapter I argue that we can perceive God through the spiritual senses. Yet this 
statement might be opening up more questions than it settles. While the terminology associated 
with the “spiritual senses” is metaphorical, do these terms denote something more literally 
anthropological? And if so, what is the precise relationship between corporeal and spiritual 
senses (in other words, how do the spiritual senses concretely “work”)? Are all five corporeal 
senses somehow also spiritual, or is there really only one spiritual sense (in other words, is 
seeing God the same as tasting God)?  In the early years of the twentieth century, theological 
scholarship revisited those questions. I begin this chapter with a brief review of that scholarship. 
Next, I consider Origen’s utilization of the constellation of terms that describe the spiritual 
senses.  Origen serves both as 1) the Patristic progenitor of the category, and 2) a paradigmatic 
representative of the scope how the spiritual senses are utilized in theological writings. Next, I 
briefly consider the legacy of St. Bonaventure with regard to the spiritual senses. Finally, I will 
show how Balthasar has reappropriated this ancient theological category. Ultimately, this serves 
as a foundation for my claim that the spiritual senses are essentially human epistemic faculties, 
integrated with all other forms of perception, but particularly receptive to grace that leads to 
belief.  
The theological category of the “spiritual senses” was of interest to Karl Rahner (1904-
1984) and Hans Urs von Balthasar (1905-1988), two of the most impactful theologians of the 
twentieth century.85 Sarah Coakley ascribes the early interest in this topic, in the 1930s and 
 
85 Mark McInroy credits Stephen Fields for drawing renewed attention to this topic, at least in the 
English-speaking world. See Stephen Fields, “Balthasar and Rahner on the Spiritual Senses,” Theological 
Studies 57, no. 2 (1996): 224–41, https://doi.org/10.1177/004056399605700202. 
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1940s, to “the burgeoning Catholic ressourcement movement…dubbed la nouvelle 
théologie…motivated by an urgent quest for a new religious epistemology, founded in the 
Fathers, which would break down the seemingly rigid disjunctions between nature and grace that 
had characterized the neo-scholasticisms of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries” 
especially in the wake of Leo XIII’s 1879 encyclical Aeterni Patris.86 The mystical theology of 
the Fathers is—for twentieth-century thinkers as well as for us today—an especially fecund 
source for resolving (or, at least, appreciating) the paradoxical situation of Christian 
epistemology: if God is utterly transcendent, and if God (and the soul) are immaterial, how can a 
mortal person, who comes to knowledge through material sensation of the world, come to know 
of union with God? How can we make sense of the claim that humans are capable of knowing 
something both “naturally” and “supernaturally”?  
Many contemporary scholars have reassessed Rahner’s and Balthasar’s treatment of the 
spiritual senses, most notably those scholars in Paul Gavrilyuk and Sarah Coakley’s edited 
volume The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity. They point out that 
Rahner gets too ambitious with his project of locating a distinct fivefold “doctrine” of the 
spiritual senses in Origen, when in fact there is no clearly discernible system in Origen’s 
treatment.87  Balthasar, while relying heavily on the tradition of the spiritual senses for his 
theological system, seems to uncritically accept Rahner’s finding of a specific “doctrine,” and he 
is “frequently opaque” in his use of terms.88 Yet, while the bible nor the Fathers offer a 
 
86 Sarah Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, 
ed. Sarah Coakley and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 39. 
87 Sarah Coakley and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, eds., The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western 
Christianity, Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 5. 
88 Mark McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses: Perceiving Splendour, First edition, Changing 
Paradigms in Historical and Systematic Theology (Oxford, United Kingdom ; New York: Oxford 
University Press, 2014), 6. 
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consistent “doctrine” of the spiritual senses, these thinkers are right to recover this as a 
theological category, because the “the spiritual senses came to occupy a distinct place in their 
[patristic] theological anthropology.”89 In their worldview, sensing the divine is part and parcel 
of being a person. 
Rahner and Balthasar are of particular interest because of their differing approaches to 
the question. Rahner exhibits something of an anthropological bias, relying on a capacity for 
transcendence in the human subject. Balthasar tends to emphasize how Word of God comes from 
without and can be known to us because of God’s objectively accessible (and beautiful) form.90 
Both of them would agree, however, on the particular importance given to Origen of Alexandria 
(c. 184-c. 253) and St. Augustine (354-430) as early instigators of this discussion, and on 
Bonaventure’s (1221-1274) mystical theology as representing a “zenith” of the development of 
the spiritual senses tradition.91 Additionally, both men were influenced by the Spiritual Exercises 
of St. Ignatius of Loyola (c. 1491-1556), thus coloring their thought with centuries of the 
Catholic intellectual tradition. In reading their forbears, Rahner and Balthasar find an analogical 
way of relating the physical (“corporeal”) senses to the spiritual senses, and this relationship is 
stronger than mere metaphor. In other words, to talk about “spiritual sight” or the “eyes of the 
heart” is not merely a poetic use of language to indicate something about how humans think and 
feel. They are not simply resorting to sensory language because they have no good way to talk 
about perceiving the divine. Rather, they are saying that humans are capable of a kind of spiritual 
 
89 Sarah Coakley and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, “Introduction,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in 
Western Christianity, Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 12. 
90 I acknowledge that this difference is a strong generalization; I use it merely as a convenience for 
labeling theological “starting points.”    
91 Fields, “Balthasar and Rahner on the Spiritual Senses,” 225. 
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understanding mediated through the same sensory and intellectual faculties that mediate any 
other kind of understanding. 
Rahner writes about the spiritual senses in a 1932 essay on Origen’s fivefold scheme, and 
then in 1933 and 1934, treats Bonaventure, with an emphasis on Bonaventure’s treatment of 
spiritual touch.92 As both Coakley and McInroy note, Rahner is borrowing from an older Jesuit 
tradition found in the writings of Augustin-François Poulain (1901), who himself was influenced 
by the Direttorio Mistico, written by Giovanni Battista Scaramelli (1687-1752) and published 
after his death. It is this font of Jesuit spirituality that enables Rahner to find “(1) a non-
metaphorical use of sensory language in which (2) all five senses are used in ‘the spiritual 
perception of immaterial realities’.”93 These are strong claims.  
It is important to note that sometimes Origen and his successors use this constellation of 
sensory terminology in a “merely” metaphorical way, meaning that they use sense imagery in a 
decorative or clever way to describe the process of perceiving God, and they do not intend to 
speak of a really distinct sensory process of human-divine communication. At the other end of 
the spectrum, these writers often seem to be talking about faculties that are distinctly sensory and 
spiritual—as when, for example, Origen states in his Peri Pascha that “unless Christ comes to 
each of [the five senses], he cannot be sacrificed.94 Mark McInroy shows that, in the writers 
mentioned above, there is a lot of “casual sliding”  between the one end (the “metaphorical”) and 
 
92 Karl Rahner, “Le debut d’une doctrine des cinq sense spirituels chez Origène”, RAM, 13 (1932); see 
also Karl Rahner, “La doctrine des ‘sens spirituels’ au Moyen-Âge, en particulier chez saint 
Bonatenture”, RAM, 14 (1933). I use the English translations published later in Karl Rahner, Experience 
of the Spirit: Source of Theology, Reprint edition, vol. 16, 23 vols., Theological Investigations (New 
York: Seabury Press, 1979). 
93 Rahner, “Le debut d’une doctrine des cinq sense spirituels chez Origène,” 114. Quoted in Mark 
McInroy, “Origen of Alexandria,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, ed. 
Sarah Coakley and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 22. 
94 Origen, Treatise on the Passover, trans. Robert J. Daly, Ancient Christian Writers 54 (New York: Paulist Press, 
1992), sec. 18. 
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the other end (he calls this the “analogical” end) of the spectrum of sensory language.95 While 
this “sliding” can make it difficult to read the traditional theologians mentioned in this paper, it 
should not stop us, but rather entice us, to engage in the training and attunement that this kind of 
perception requires. 
Sensory descriptions of spiritual perception are more than mere metaphor, but still 
metaphorical. As seen in the last chapter with Ricoeur’s interpretation theory, metaphor allows 
for a dynamic stretching of the imagination that serves to draw out further meaning from a 
particular combination of words. In his De Doctrina Christiana, Augustine shows that there is 
something intrinsically delightful in the process of making metaphorical comparisons, and this 
delight can help lead us into a deeper reality.96 For Aquinas, we can speak of spiritual matters in 
an analogical way, and analogical statements are literally (proprie) true while metaphorical 
statements are not.97Aquinas also notes that we use words/names to “predicate substantially” of 
God without trying to give a full representation of God.98 Something similar can be said of the 
spiritual senses; we do not need to fully circumscribe how they operate in order to affirm that 
they operate; moreover, we can even say that they operate a certain way, even if we cannot 
exhaustively account for it. 
 
95 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 23. McInroy’s “metaphorical” end of the spectrum is what 
I call the “weak metaphor” end, and his “analogical” end of the spectrum is what I would call the “strong 
metaphor” end. 
96 See Book II, par. 8, in Augustine’s On Christian Doctrine, ed. John E. Rotelle, trans. Edmund Hill, vol. 
11, The Works of Saint Augustine: A Translation for the 21st Century, I (Brooklyn, N.Y: New City Press, 
1996). For Augustine, the deeper reality – the res to which signifiers (like words) point – is the Trinity.  
97 ST I, q13. Initially encountered in Coakley and Gavrilyuk, “Introduction,” 6. Coakley and Gavrilyuk 
note that “Analogy obtains when the operation of the spiritual senses is described in terms akin to the 
operation of physical sensation. Metaphorical use can be assumed when no close similarity with the 
functioning of a physical sensorium is intended. Just what aspect of the self other than physical sensation 
such metaphors are meant to portray often has to be further specified. Without such clarification, what is 
meant by ‘metaphorical use’ remains rather ambiguous…” (Coakley and Gavrilyuk, 6). 
98 ST I, q13, a2. 
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While one will not find a coherent and fully fleshed-out “doctrine” of the spiritual senses 
in the Bible or in the Fathers, one can find an attempt at something like that in Balthasar’s work. 
Mark McInroy succinctly explains his importance in this field, and so is worth quoting in full: 
Balthasar’s theological aesthetics calls for perception of the ‘form’ (Gestalt), and that 
form consists of both sensory and ‘supersensory’ aspects (i.e. a material component and a 
‘spiritual’ dimension, species and lumen, forma and splendor). Therefore, some account 
of the way in which this human perception exceeds the material realm is absolutely 
essential to the success of Balthasar’s project. In other words, it is precisely because the 
form itself has both sensory and supersensory aspects that the perception of that form 
must be both sensory and supersensory. Balthasar’s theological aesthetics thus clamours 
for a doctrine of the spiritual senses; in fact, one could go so far as to claim that if such a 
doctrine did not already exist, then for purposes of his theological aesthetics, Balthasar 
would need to invent it.99  
 
The way Balthasar employs the spiritual senses, then, offers a strong foundation for my project 
of relating musical intelligence with the perception of God. My intention is to add my own 
insight to his “doctrine” of the spiritual senses, especially by using musical skill as an analog.  
 
Origen of Alexandria 
Origen is arguably the forefather of this theological category, and so he merits extra 
attention in this paper. My questions above should be asked of him first. Origen deals 
extensively with spiritual sight, hearing, taste, touch, and smell, largely due to his extensive 
knowledge of Scripture which, as shown above, makes use of all five senses in metaphorical and 
analogical ways. Origen famously offers an idiosyncratic rendering of Proverbs 2:5 – the LXX 
reads, “you will find the knowledge of God,” but Origen translates it as “you will find a divine 
sense” (Origen’s Greek in Contra Celsum is αἴσθησιν θείαν – this same phrase was later 
 
99 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 12–13. 
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translated into Latin by Rufinus as sensus divinitatis in Rufinus’ translation of De principiis).100 
As Mark McInroy notes, this could be a misquotation by Origen, or else Origen could be using 
some other translation of the OT not known to us today. Either way, it seems intentional that he 
“adds a sensory dimension to the passage not evidenced in the original text” as part of a larger 
exegetical and mystical project.101 McInroy concludes his treatment of Origen with the assertion 
that “Origen has in mind—from an early date in his career – something closely analogous to 
corporeal perception in his account of the spiritual senses, and … the temptation to dismiss this 
feature of his thought as metaphorical expression should continue to be resisted.”102 I use that 
assertion as a jumping-off point, and I suggest we build upon it by elevating three key 
components of Origen’s work, floating in the background of contemporary scholarship but in 
need of amplification.  
First, key to understanding Origen’s view of perception, belief, and knowledge is his use 
of the term λόγος (logos). His understanding of this term is notoriously difficult to pin down. 
Even Jerome had trouble with the term: logos can mean both “word” and “reason,” and Jerome 
often translates it by supplying both terms together.103 In De Principis, Origen states that “God 
the Father bestows on all the gift of existence; and a participation in Christ, in virtue of his being 
the word or reason, makes them rational.”104 Christ, as logos, “logifies” (for lack of a better 
word) us. This is why Origen labels both Jews and heretical opponents as being irrational 
 
100 McInroy, “Origen of Alexandria,” 30. 
101 McInroy, 30. 
102 McInroy, 34. 
103 See Joseph T. Lienhard, “Introduction,” in Homilies on Luke ; and, Fragments on Luke, by Origen, 
Fathers of the Church 94 (Washington, D.C.: Catholic University of America Press, 1996), xxxv. To give 
an example, when reflecting on Zechariah falling mute, Origen explains that he represents Jewish 
practices, which lack “words and reason” [logos] (Homilies on Luke, Hom. 5.1-2). 
104 On First Principles, I.3.8, trans. Tom Greggs, Barth, Origen, and Universal Salvation: Restoring 
Particularity (Oxford University Press, 2009), 59. 
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(without logos)—they either deny Christian teaching (and thus deny Christ), or they are just 
factually wrong and thinking poorly (which reveals their lack of logos). Ultimately, Origen finds 
an intelligibility within the Scriptures which leads the reader to true belief.  
While this basic intelligibility—the potential to convey truth to knowers/minds—can be 
simply propositional (e.g. “Jesus Christ died under Pontius Pilate”), we encounter it just as often 
in complex, interpersonal, embodied, and dynamic ways.105 Origen’s use of a constellation of 
terms and metaphors to describe the perception of divine truth is a function of this complex way 
of knowing God. It is the way prophets receive the Word: “The holy prophets discovered this 
divine faculty of sensing and seeing and hearing in a divine manner, and of tasting and smelling 
in the same way they touched the Word with faith in a way that was, so to speak, simultaneously 
sensing and non-sensing, so that it poured over them like a healing rain.”106 This intelligibility is 
sense-based (“aesthetic”) and heart-based (“ethical”) as much as inferential (“rational”): “There 
are the more divine senses which Solomon calls divine (cf. Prov 2:3, 5) and which Jeremiah says 
are the ‘senses of the heart’ (cf. Jer 4:19) and which are called by Paul writing to the Hebrews: 
‘faculties trained by practice to distinguish good from evil’ (Heb 5:14).”107 It is embodied in the 
sacrificial meal instituted by Christ (as noted above), and it is embodied in the way that lovers 
come to know each other through playful seeking and finding, as illustrated in Origen’s 
Commentary on the Song of Songs.108 This multifaceted and complex use of the constellation of 
 
105 For Origen, the logos can be encountered by us physically: “In giving his testimony, John [at Jesus’ 
Baptism] knew that God was Logos, for this is known to everyone with reason. The intellectual faculty, 
also called rational faculty [hēgemonikon], is in our midst. For there is found the immanent reason 
[endiathetos logos] which makes us rational beings and which the Christ and Logos, as God, examines 
when he comes [to John, at the Baptism], penetrating the hearts and minds of all (cf. Heb 4:12 ).” Hans 
Urs von Balthasar, Origen, Spirit & Fire: A Thematic Anthology of His Writings, trans. Robert J. Daly 
(Washington, D.C: Catholic University of America Press, 1984), sec. 681a.  
106 Origen, Contra Celsum, I, 48. See translation by Balthasar, sec. 543. 
107 Origen, Commentary on Matthew, 66; translation taken from Balthasar, sec. 542. 
108 I return to Origen’s treatment of Song of Songs below.  
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sensory terms is not sloppy; it is a way of describing how the logos is present to humans, who are 
complex, social, embodied, changing beings. 
 Second, and perhaps most importantly, spiritual sensation is an organ for receiving divine 
revelation interpersonally, in the way that is described in Dei Verbum.109 Origen seems to have 
in mind this interpersonal knowing when he states that “there is a great difference between 
knowing by faith and faith alone.” He continues:  
For “to one is given through the Spirit the utterance of wisdom, and to another the 
utterance of knowledge according to the same Spirit, to another faith by the same Spirit” 
(1 Cor 12 : 8-9) . . . . But see now whether the scripture is not talking about a different 
situation than one in which they who are merged with something know what they are 
merged and united with, but before such a union and communion, even though they 
have conceptual knowledge of it, really do not know it. So it was with Adam: when he 
said of Eve: “This at last is bone of my bones and flesh of my flesh” (Gen 2: 23), he did 
not yet know his wife. For when he was joined with her it then says: “Now Adam knew 
Eve his wife ” (Gen 4:1). […] if we do not take knowing in this sense of being merged 
and united, how can one explain the words: “now that you have come to know God, or 
rather to be known by God ” (Gal 4 : 9), and: “The Lord knows those who are his” (2 
Tim 2:19 ; cf. Num 16:15)? For it is in relation to us that the Lord knows those who are 
his own in that he merges himself with them and shares with them his own divinity and 
takes them up in his hand (cf. Jn 10:28-29).110 
 
In making his case here, Origen has to defend against those who would object to (and be 
scandalized by) the erotic/sexual connotation of the word “to know,” coming from the 
multivalent Hebrew word yādaʿ.111 He is insistent that, of the many ways one can receive grace 
from the Holy Spirit, one of them is this personal—even erotic—type of knowing. Moreover, 
 
109 See Introduction. 
110 Origen, Commentary on John, Book 19. Origen is commenting on John 8:19 (“you know neither me 
nor my Father”).  The translation above is from Balthasar, Origen, Spirit and Fire, 665. For a closer look 
at textual issues and another translation, see Ronald E Heine, “A Note on the Text of Origen: 
Commentary on John,” Journal of Theological Studies 42, no. 2 (1991): 596–98, 
https://doi.org/10.1093/jts/42.2.596. 
111 Mary Joan Winn Leith, “Know,” in The Oxford Companion to the Bible (Oxford Biblical Studies 
Online), accessed January 21, 2021, http://www.oxfordbiblicalstudies.com/article/opr/t120/e0411. 
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this way of knowing is better than simple “faith,” by which he means simply believing what one 
is told. 
The sensual and erotic overtones of knowing God are highlighted in Origen’s 
Commentary on the Song of Songs. The soul “is moved by a heavenly love and ardor when, on 
seeing the beauty and glory of the Word of God, it falls in love with his splendor and is thereby 
struck with a kind of arrow and suffers a wound of love. For this Word is the ‘image’ and glory 
‘of the invisible God’ (Col 1:15).” Origen exhibits a suspicion of the corporeal passions common 
in his historical context, but he treats the spiritual senses with just as much delicacy: the “outer 
man” can fall in love for good or for ill, and so can the “inner man, or the soul” be seduced to 
love with what is not the Word, its “legitimate spouse.”112 
It is the more tactile senses of the Song of Songs– especially taste, touch, and smell – that 
receive extra attention by Origen, perhaps because of the contrast with the classical prioritization 
of vision (light) and hearing (sound/words) over the other senses in the ancient world. Origen 
writes that “for those who have their senses exercised to the discerning of good and evil, Christ 
becomes each of these things in turn… to suit the several senses of the soul”— “these things” 
being the true Light, the Word, the Bread of life, the spikenard, and/or the ointment.113 In this 
way, he can speak of coming to know God through “eyes of the mind,” “spiritual ears,” 
 
112 This is Balthasar’s translation in Origen, Spirit and Fire, 535. For a different translation (from the 
prologue to Origen’s Commentary and Homilies on the Song of Songs), see Origen, The Song of Songs: 
Commentary and Homilies, trans. R. P. Lawson, Ancient Christian Writers 26 (Westminster, Md.: Newman Press, 
1957), 29. Hereafter abbreviated Cant. 
113 “He is called the true Light, therefore, so that the soul’s eyes may have something to lighten them. He 
is the Word, so that her ears may have something to hear. Again, He is the Bread of life, so that the soul’s 
palate may have something to taste. And in the same way, He is called the spikenard or ointment, that the 
soul’s sense of smell may apprehend the fragrance of the Word. For the same reason He is said also to be 
able to be felt and handled, and is called the Word made flesh, so that the hand of the interior soul may 
touch concerning the Word of life. But all these things are the One, Same Word of God, who adapts 
Himself to the sundry tempers of prayer according to these several guises, and so leaves none of the 
soul’s faculties empty of His grace.” Excerpted from Cant. II, 9. 
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breathing in Christ, and touching, smelling, and tasting the Word of God.114 He also refers to 
Christ (and the Word) as spiritual food and drink. The above quotations show that he is 
consciously linking a variety of terms (“senses of the heart,” “faculties” for discernment, “divine 
senses,” etc.) with an underlying human capability; he is not being careless, nor is he 
conveniently lifting scriptural vocabulary so as to offer pious ornamentation to his writing or 
preaching. These terms are connected to a central human faculty of knowing, because, for 
Origen, all of creation participates in the divine logos.115  
It could be objected that in many of Origen’s other writings, he so denigrates the 
corporeal faculties (especially when juxtaposed with the spiritual ones) that any attempt to find 
an embodied spirituality in Origen represents irresponsible, anachronistic, and/or wishful 
thinking. In Contra Celsum, when commenting on John 9:39 (“that those who see may become 
blind”) Origen states, “the Logos blinds the latter [sight], that the soul may see without any 
distraction that which it ought to see. Therefore, the eye of the soul…is awake and that of the 
senses is closed.”116 Origen here refers to the spiritual eye as “superior,” and so it seems that the 
corporeal senses are at best unimportant, and at worst, an obstacle, to the Logos.  However, it 
would be unwise to push that objection too far. While Origen would see the spiritual senses as 
higher and more important than the corporeal ones, the corporeal senses can still be part of 
noetic activity even when they are not the primary agents in a particular act of knowing. Memory 
 
114 McInroy, “Origen of Alexandria,” 21. 
115 Commenting on this objection, McInroy notes that Balthasar “places the Christian Origen and Platonic 
Origen in a curious juxtaposition” such that “Origen does not in fact succumb to viewing the physical 
realm in which the corporeal senses operate as categorically evil” but rather as something that can simply 
detract from the spiritual experience. See McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 33. As in other 
ancient sources, “Balthasar searches for the most positive assessment of materiality that he can possibly 
glean from the texts he examines” (40).  
116 Origen, Contra Celsum, trans. Henry Chadwick (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1980) VII, 
39. 
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and imagination are simple examples of this – they rely on what the corporeal senses take in.  
Moreover, to think that the Logos somehow “closes” one’s corporeal eye seems a bit far-fetched 
and out of step with the mystical tradition of Christianity.  
The third key component of Origen’s work that must be elevated and amplified is 
highlighted by Benjamin Myers: he labels it exegetical mysticism, and he notes it as a component 
of “what the Alexandrian tradition called paideia.”117 Paideia is a training, or an education—in 
the classical context, it would involve a curriculum for grammar, logic, and rhetoric (including 
literature), and then arithmetic, geometry, music, and natural sciences. Used in the Christian 
context, however, the term takes on the sense of spiritual training.  “One of the most peculiar 
things about Origen’s exegetical practice is the fact that the real subject-matter of his 
commentaries is so often the practice of exegesis itself. He writes commentaries about the 
process of writing a commentary.”118 Myers suggests that, if we want to rehabilitate the spiritual 
senses tradition in contemporary theology, we should note that Origen was trying to connect the 
practice of (correctly and spiritually) reading scripture with the practice of perceiving the logos.  
Thus, spiritual perception is the fruit of a dynamic laboring over the course of one’s 
whole life. It is a continual process of getting “hemmed in” by “some riddles or obscure sayings” 
and then freed by the Word through patient and contemplative reading.119 It involves sitting with 
a passage, struggling with its meaning, delighted by it, chewing on it, and savoring it. These 
metaphors take on new meaning as the practice becomes regularized in one’s life, to the point 
where they are more than simply literary figures of speech. Revelation is not limited to words on 
 
117 Benjamin Myers, “Exegetical Mysticism: Scripture, Paideia, and the Spiritual Senses,” in Sarah 
Coakley and the Future of Systematic Theology, ed. Janice McRandal (Minneapolis: Fortress Press, 
2016), 14. 
118 Myers, 4. 
119 Origen, Cant. III, 11; quoted in Myers, 5. 
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a page; and yet, words on a page, along with the ways one reads them, are not divorced from the 
sensible world around us. Origen says we can digest the “solid food” of the Word only through 
doing “long exercises.”120 The work of paideia is the work of expanding one’s senses so that 
they capture the marvelous grandeur of the incarnated Christ. The sensing faculty is the same, 
but spiritual maturity gives the perceiver a broadened stream of perception, allowing natural 
sensation to catalyze an intensified and vivified form of sensation. Because this sensing requires 
training, the logos will taste/sound/look different to each individual perceiver – to the spiritually 
mature, it will taste better.  
“Training” involves both a skill (i.e. how to “read”) and a personal component (i.e. how 
to act well). In his Commentary on the Song of Songs, Origen suggests that the different 
“lattices” in 2:9 are different “windows” through which the logos peers out, through our human 
nature—one window is sight, one is hearing, one is smell, etc.121 The “windows” of the senses, 
then, allows for two-way traffic (to use a problematic but helpful term).122  In the case of the 
untrained or those with a corrupted heart, the traffic would be worldly/fleshly. But the spiritual 
person who has trained her or his senses has Christ coming both in (in the sense of receiving 
grace) and out (which corresponds, on my read, to the “Christ who lives in me” in Gal 2:20). 
This is a key insight for the doctrine of the spiritual senses: spiritual sensation is Christoform and 
Christocentric.  While Origen does not explicitly forward a “fivefold doctrine” of spiritual 




120 Myers, 8. Myers is quoting Origen’s commentary on Exodus.  
121 Origen, Cant. III, 13.  
122 I am repulsed by the fact that I have resorted to using the vocabulary of digital communications, as the 
human heart/mind should never be compared to a computer or a machine.  
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The Tradition of the Spiritual Senses is Carried Forward 
 The language of the spiritual senses works its way through Christian spiritual and 
theological writing up to today, in ways that continue, and ways that expand or contrast with, 
Origen. Sarah Coakley hearkens back to the work of Gregory of Nyssa (c. 330–c. 395), as it 
offers insight into the “epistemic uniqueness of the special physicality of the resurrection [of the] 
body,” finding that one can see in Gregory a view “that our perceptual capacities have labile and 
transformative possibilities, but ones that not all activate—whether through sin, laziness, 
blindness or philosophical obtuseness.”123 St. Basil of Caesarea (c. 330–379) states that if we 
could continuously just contemplate the beauty of all of creation, we could “read God’s wisdom 
and providence” over all things as if reading a book.124 St. Augustine’s (354–430) brand of 
Platonism suggests that God, as invisible, immaterial, and eternal, sits atop a great hierarchy of 
being, and so the proper use of the senses would lead one to turn inward so as to behold God’s 
beauty, rather than outward; and yet he tells his listeners to “read” by looking “above and below” 
because “God, whom you want to discover, did not make letters with ink; he put in front of your 
eyes the very things that he made. Can you ask for a louder voice than that?”125 
 
123 Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” 37; 48. 
124 This comes from Basil’s homily De gratiarum actione, quoted in  Giuseppe Tanzella-Nitti, “The Two 
Books Prior to the Scientific Revolution,” Annales Theologici 18 (2004): 5. 
125 This quotation is from “Sermon 68:6,” in Augustine, The Works of Saint Augustine (4th Release). 
Electronic Edition. Sermons (Newly Discovered), Volume III/3., trans. Edmund Hill, Past Masters, 2009. 
This must be held in tension with Augustine’s claim that “Christ’s beauty is all the more loveable and 
wondrous the less it is physical beauty.” See De Civ. Dei 17, c. 16, 1, quoted in McInroy, Balthasar on 
the Spiritual Senses, 46. Augustine’s influence is too widespread to ignore. Augustine is steeped in 
biblical language, and so, like Origen and Ambrose, he is comfortable with the diversity of sensory 
language offered by Scripture. Augustine suggests that the senses of the heart, or the “interior person” 
(homo interior) are what perceive God, justice, and beauty. Moreover, his commentaries and homilies 
exhibit an expansive “constellation” of terms for the spiritual senses (e.g. interior eyes, interior ears, etc.). 
For a helpful list of terms, see Matthew R. Lootens, “Augustine,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God 
In Western Christianity, ed. Sarah Coakley and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, Reprint edition (Cambridge University 
Press, 2012), 61. 
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Of the medieval writers, St. Bonaventure’s work deserves special mention, especially his 
Commentary on the Sentences of Peter Lombard, the Breviloquium, and his Itinerarium, which 
were utilized by Rahner and Balthasar in their own work on the spiritual senses.126 While 
Bonaventure clearly divides corporeal and spiritual sensation, Bonaventure’s Itinerarium 
describes the five spiritual senses as operating alongside the corporeal ones. Bonaventure affirms 
that the corporeal senses can be part of the mystical journey to God: in corporeal sensation there 
are “vestiges in which we can see our God” in the mind’s apprehension, delight, and judgment of 
the world.127 However, Bonaventure is relatively sparse in his use of the category of the spiritual 
senses, partly because the last stage of his mystical itinerary—mental and mystical “rapture” or 
“transport”—is overwhelmingly superhuman, ecstatic, and divinely initiated.128  
Regardless of that sparsity, there are two components of Bonaventure’s writing that make 
him so important in a theology of divine perception. First, he held the spiritual senses give a felt 
and interior knowledge more than an analytical kind of knowledge. For Bonaventure, the most 
important kind of study is that which is arrived at ex pietate, and one’s interior faculties are most 
powerful to the degree that one stands in affective relation to God.129 Bonaventure describes the 
 
126 Note that Bonaventure’s overall conception of the “spiritual senses” is much more developed than I 
can show here. There is much more to say on how he prioritizes some senses (e.g. sight) over others. 
Gregory F. LaNave’s summary of Bonaventure’s use of this theological concept is excellent: 
“Bonaventure,” in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, ed. Sarah Coakley and 
Paul L. Gavrilyuk, Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 159–73. 
127 Itinerarium II, 7. Translation from Bonaventure, Itinerarium Mentis in Deum, ed. Philotheus Boehner, 
trans. Zachary Hayes, Works of Saint Bonaventure (Saint Bonaventure, N.Y.: The Franciscan Institute, 
Saint Bonaventure Univ., 2002).  
128 “When the soul by faith believes in Christ as in the uncreated Word, who is the Word and the 
brightness of the Father, she recovers her spiritual hearing and sight, hearing to receive the words of 
Christ, and sight to view the splendors of that Light. When the soul longs with hope to receive the 
inspired Word, she recovers, because of her desire and affection, the spiritual sense of smell. When she 
embraces with love the Incarnate Word, inasmuch as she receives delight from Him and passes over to 
Him in ecstatic love, she recovers her sense of taste and touch. Having recovered the spiritual senses, the 
soul now sees, hears, smells, tastes, and embraces her beloved” (Itin., IV. 3). 
129 LaNave, “Bonaventure,” 172–73. 
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spiritual senses “broadly” as “any perfect use of grace” and “strictly” as “the use of interior grace 
with respect to God himself according to a proportion to the five senses.”130 He refers to the 
“interior senses” as the “acts of the soul—memory, intellect and will—that apprehend divine 
things.”131  
Second, the object of the spiritual senses, for Bonaventure, is Christ as the Word of 
God.132 In Bonaventure’s Commentary on the Sentences, he harvests the insights of previous 
thinkers, especially Augustine and Hilary of Poitiers, in making a strong link between the second 
person of the Trinity and beauty. Christ is the uncreated Word “in whom all things were made,” 
and thus, to know any created thing is to know the Word.133 As such, Christ is the principle of all 
beauty (pulchritudo).134 While all three persons of the Trinity are co-equal, there is a special kind 
of likeness that the Son has with the Father, and this likeness is what allows true beauty to shine 
forth. As the likeness (and “splendor,” as Ambrose wrote in his ancient hymn) of the Father, 
God’s beauty is a personal trait of Christ, and thus discernible to those who have seen Christ.135 
As will be shown below, these Bonaventurean themes are appropriated by Balthasar in his own 
doctrine of the spiritual senses. While God expresses himself through all of God’s works, Christ 
is the perfect expression or image of God; thus, when all things express themselves, they 
manifest a beauty that is an imperfect expression or copy of the perfect expression (Christ).136 
 
130 LaNave, 159. 
131 LaNave, 159. 
132 Itin. IV. 3.  
133 See LaNave, “Bonaventure,” 167–68. According to Bonaventure, Christ is the species or the principle 
of form, likeness, and expression, of all things. To borrow language from Bychkov, this “Son-species” in 
some way possesses the “blueprints” and “schemata,” or formal layout, of everything, including, 
importantly, cognition. Cognition is a process of receiving a “copy” of the form of something and 
“expressing” it for oneself as one understands it; Christ, in his perfection, is thus the super-form. This is 
clearly a Balthasarian theme, as is shown below. See Oleg V. Bychkov, Aesthetic Revelation (Catholic 
University of America Press, 2011), 307, https://doi.org/10.2307/j.ctt285035. 
134 Bychkov, Aesthetic Revelation, 309, citing Bonaventure in Sent. I, Dist. 31, p. II, a. I, q. 3, ad 5.   
135 Bychkov, 302–3. 
136 Bychkov, 276; 302. 
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Moving into the modern period, the method of imaginative self-projection into a gospel 
scene became a popular practice, stemming from the devotion moderna and famously absorbed 
into Ignatius of Loyola’s Spiritual Exercises (notably in his “application of the senses.”)137 The 
Carmelite mysticisms of Teresa of Avila and John of the Cross (even along the via negativa) was 
also sensual/sensory in their own way, and, coincidentally or not, both of those figures make 
reference to the “wound of love” as Origen does. In our late modern and contemporary period, 
Catholic liturgy and spirituality continue to emphasize the incarnational and embodied aspects of 
Christian faith.  
 The above discussion of Origen and his theological successors allows us to sketch an 
outline of the use of the spiritual senses “doctrine” over the centuries. There are plenty of 
differences and nuances that each thinker offers, and which space limitations prevent me from 
describing. However, all the major thinkers considered here have found biblical and mystical 
warrant for using this constellation of sensory terms to describe perception of God. Yet it is  
Origen who gives us the basic structure that we can carry forward into our consideration of 
Balthasar’s theological aesthetics, as well as my own theological project.  
 To perceive God in the beautiful, however, does not resolve the age-old questions that 
philosophers of beauty have been asking: Precisely how do the transcendentals relate to God? 
What does something as far-fetched as “smelling” God actually mean for us today, and how does 
that relate to beauty? Can we really say that there are objective standards of beauty, especially 
given the developments in anthropology and musicology? Is divine beauty the same as other 
types of “worldly” beauty, or are there distinctions to be made? Are we saying that beauty and 
God are identical? These questions will be carried forward as this thesis progresses. 
 
137 This will be discussed in detail later in the final chapter. 
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Balthasar’s Theological Aesthetics  
While the contemporary critique (mentioned above) of the anachronistic “discovery” of 
systematic doctrine of the spiritual senses still stands, Balthasar remains a key source for my 
project, because he is able to weave together pieces of this tradition/doctrine to support a 
convincing account of theological aesthetics. His most notable work in this field is his 
monumental seven-volume Herrlichkeit (The Glory of the Lord).138 Here, Balthasar makes the 
jump from the spiritual senses to the transcendental experience of beauty.139 He holds that beauty 
is objectively given to us, and the highest form of beauty is perceptible in Christ. This is a 
theological aesthetics, in that it takes God’s beauty as its starting point, rather than an aesthetic 
theology, which starts from the phenomenon of worldly beauty and ascends to God. Stephen 
Fields gives a blessedly succinct summary of Balthasar’s theological aesthetics, and so he is 
worth quoting in full:  
In asserting the objective ground of aesthetics, Balthasar strongly opposes the 
Enlightenment view that shifted the ground of beauty to the subject’s perception (GL 1, 
pp. 22f.). For Balthasar, beauty results from the subject’s response to the form of the 
reality perceived. It is not in the first instance a function of the subject’s judgement of 
taste (GL 1, pp. 19-20, 26f.). With Socrates, he affirms that the principle of form accounts 
for the intelligibility of any existent. With Aristotelian realism, he holds that form 
radiates the clear light of being (GL 1, p. 19). With St. Bonaventure and the Augustinian 
tradition, he emphasizes that form, by definition, possesses a self-expressive power (GL 
2, p. 335). Radiating its intelligibility outward, form makes itself perceptible, 
understandable, nameable and loveable (GL 1, p. 20). 
 
Beauty, therefore, is nothing less than the shining knowability of being, whose truth in 
turn causes delight in the judgement of the perceiver. This delight is a consummate good 
 
138 Hereafter abbreviated GL. I use the following English translation: Hans Urs von Balthasar, The Glory 
of the Lord: A Theological Aesthetics, ed. Joseph Fessio and John Kenneth Riches, trans. Erasmo Leiva-
Merikakis, 7 vols. (San Francisco : New York: Ignatius Press ; Crossroad Publications, 1983). 
139 To avoid confusion when discussing the transcendentals, Being will be capitalized, but the good, true, 
and beautiful will remain lower case. 
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in all senses – ontologically, morally, sensuously. Being, truth, goodness and beauty 
constitute the alpha and the omega of all that is, was and shall be. They are convertible. 
Truth, goodness and beauty are the essential attributes of reality, because their foundation 
is being, with which they are identical. As ‘transcendentals’, they are common to all 
beings and therefore they transcend all particularity… Importing the convertibility of the 
transcendentals into theology, Balthasar affirms that form constitutes the very 
substance of Christianity (GL 1, p. 28).140 
 
 To unpack this very dense summary would be too large a project for this paper, but we 
can at least note the moves that Balthasar is able to make by building off of the foundations of 
Origen (and those who followed). Balthasar is taking the Christianized Aristotelian notion of 
form (εἶδος) and adding his own existential and transcendental spin on it (making it into the 
Balthasarian Gestalt). In hylomorphism, matter and form are essential components of any 
existent – respectively the “stuff” it is made of, and the “particular features” or “animating 
principle” that make it what it truly is.141  Balthasar borrows from Plato the idea that the “purest 
and highest” form of Being stands atop a hierarchy of being (such that “lower” forms participate 
in it by decreasing degree), but borrowing from Goethe, Balthasar adds the “principle of unity” – 
higher beings are those that most powerfully unite their disparate parts. To perceive a form is to 
perceive a whole and not merely the sum of its parts (I am not less human because I am missing 
my wisdom teeth). Thus, form has a “transcendent center that unites its different components, 
joining them in a distinct whole.”142 Humans are the highest mortal beings because we are the 
 
140 Stephen Fields, “The Beauty of the Ugly: Balthasar, the Crucifixion, Analogy and God,” International 
Journal of Systematic Theology 9, no. 2 (2007): 174, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2400.2007.00249.x. I 
retain Fields’ own in-text citations. 
141  Aquinas’ use of forma is similar to Aristotle’s εἶδος. For Balthasar, form arises from the intersection 
of finitude and infinity. See McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 150. 
142 McInroy, 144. 
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most ontologically complex; God is the source of all Being, and exhibits the most universal and 
centralizing unity that undergirds all of creation.143  
Balthasar places beauty on par with truth, goodness, and Being itself. McInroy defines 
transcendentals as “properties that are ‘co-extensive’ or ‘convertible’ with being, by which is 
meant that these properties transcend particular things in the world; they are instead attributes of 
all things that exist.”144 Yet transcendentals are distinct as well; we can derive from Aquinas’s 
Summa that each transcendental has a distinct ratio, which concretely and explicitly 
communicates something that may otherwise remain implicit. For example: Aquinas would hold 
that the ratio of the good is that it “expresses the correspondence of being to the appetitive 
power”—it draws out an essential desire in us.145 For Balthasar, the distinct ratio of the beautiful 
is that it makes the form appear to us. He takes from Bonaventure the idea that beauty pervades 
all being (“whatever has being has form, and whatever has form has beauty”), but, as McInroy 
shows, he stretches this into his own idea: beauty makes being itself known to the senses.146 This 
is why he can say that form “radiates its intelligibility outward” and is the “substance” of 
Christianity. This is where he and Origen run on parallel tracks: beauty is knowable in a personal 
and embodied way, just as the Word is intelligible in a personal and embodied way. 
To hold that form (Gestalt) is the very substance of Christianity might seem strange, but 
it is not so for Balthasar: “How could it be otherwise, since being a Christian is a grace, a 
possibility of existence opened up to us…by the God-Man’s act of redemption? This is not the 
formless, general possibility of an alleged freedom, but the exact possibility.”147 Form includes 
 
143 This would include physiological and spiritual components. 
144 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 138. 
145 McInroy, 139. 
146 McInroy, 140. 
147 GL I, 28. 
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the existential realization that creation is utterly contingent—what I am now (and what that tree 
is now) could have been something completely different. The freedom that undergirds the 
incarnation and resurrection highlights God’s glory, and the glory of Christ: God was free to do 
otherwise, as was Christ. Yet the depth of their sacrificial love for each other and for creation is 
the most powerful, most existential, most beautiful thing a person could recognize, and so the 
glory of Christ is what manifests the highest form of being – Christ is the super-form 
(Übergestalt).148 Bonaventure, in his Hexaemeron, calls Christ the splendor pulcherrimus – the 
most beautiful splendor – and Balthasar expands that idea to locate absolute beauty in Christ.149 
The glory of Christ—his incarnation, life, passion, death, and resurrection— becomes the 
standard for all beauty. This is a bold claim, and can only come from a theological aesthetics—
one that starts from a faith and arrives at beauty.  
 This puts Balthasar in a tenuous position: while he is careful not to identify worldly 
beauty with the glory of God, he needs to show how they are related; otherwise, calling 
something beautiful loses any concrete meaning outside of anything directly pertaining to the 
biblical narrative. As hinted at above in our overview of the Fathers, Christian tradition has long 
maintained that the beauty of the Trinity “vestigially animates all created forms of this world, 
even after the disaster of the Fall.”150 Thus, some form of analogy must obtain between worldly 
aesthetics and theological aesthetics.151 I suggest we find this analogy in Balthasar’s treatment of 
spiritual perception.  
 
 
148 McInroy, “Origen of Alexandria,” 152. 
149 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 153. 
150 Fields, “The Beauty of the Ugly,” 175. 
151 Stephen Fields notes that Balthasar uses an “innovative” (but on my read, difficult) interpretation of 
Aquinas’ analogical method in order to connect faith-based claims with the claims of philosophy.  See 
Fields, 176–78. 
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Balthasar and the Spiritual Senses   
Balthasar states that “an aesthetic element must be associated with all spiritual 
perception.”152 God’s revelation is beautiful, and beauty, like the other transcendentals, is in all 
of reality.153 Beauty, moreover, is always concretely manifested. This is a major piece of his 
doctrine of the spiritual senses, because it implies that corporeal and spiritual perception are 
intertwined. The human perceiver has one single set of perceptual faculties, not one corporeal 
and one spiritual. Balthasar takes a statement from Bonaventure’s Breviloquium on the 
exercising of the five “faculties of sense” and writes, “after reading this statement, one cannot 
suppose that the outer and inner senses are two faculties separate from one another, perhaps 
indeed opposed to one another: rather, they must have their common root in the single 
intellectual-material nature of man*, in which the general character of seeing, hearing, tasting, 
and so forth is based.”154 The human person is a unity-in-duality; we are both material and 
spiritual beings, and these facets of our existence are too intertwined to be separated. Corporeal 
and spiritual perception occur together, stemming from a single subject. To Balthasar, humans 
are the “midpoint” of the world – union between spirit and matter, and the senses operate at this 
midpoint.155 “The animal sees only the physical, the angel the spiritual, but, ‘for the sake of the 
perfecting of the whole’, man had to ‘come to be, endowed with a double range of senses, so that 
 
152 GL I, 153. 
153 McInroy has a particularly poetic way of saying it: “As a transcendental property of Being, beauty 
permeates all of reality at its very roots… in witnessing true beauty, therefore, one comes into contact 
with the shimmering depths of Being…” See Mark McInroy, “Karl Rahner and Hans Urs von Balthasar,” 
in The Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, ed. Sarah Coakley and Paul L. 
Gavrilyuk, Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 269. 
154 GL II, 319. The statement is about fulfilment in heaven, where the body is rejoined with the spirit and 
in the Spirit of God: “There all the faculties of sense will be exercised (in actibus suis): the eye will see 
the most marvelous beauty, the sense of taste will savor the sweetest taste…”. *The reader should note 
that for the purposes of accuracy, when direct quotations are used, I retain the outdated English-language 
convention of using “man” to refer to both men and women.  
155 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 80. 
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he could read the book written on the inside and on the outside: the book of Wisdom and her 
works.”156 
 The five corporeal senses, then, form something like a palette within us that gives God a 
“range of senses” to work with.157 God is the primary actor in a subject’s spiritual sensation, 
even when it is simply as a remote cause. To reiterate the insight from Origen above: the spiritual 
senses are almost like windows that allow for two-way traffic. Light, sound, smell, and even 
taste and touch communicate more than just their material reality—they communicate something 
of divine truth; yet this truth is spoken by the Word of God imprinted in us. Balthasar states that 
“For this particular perception of truth, of course, a ‘new light’ is expressly required which 
illumines this particular form, a light which at the same time breaks forth from within the form 
itself. In this way, the ‘new light’ will at the same time make seeing the form possible and be 
itself seen along with the form.”158 Spiritual knowledge, or faith-based knowledge, is established 
through this kind of two-way perception of truth.159  
To use a very common three-stage “mystical itinerary” of the soul’s journey to God—the 
purgative, illuminative, and unitive stages—McInroy states that Balthasar places the spiritual 
senses in the second stage.160 In Origen’s writing, it is clear that the corporeal senses must be 
surpassed to achieve that union, and the spiritual senses look beyond the material world: In 
referring to the “divine sense” of Proverbs 2:5, Origen states that this sense seeks out “those 
things that are intellectual”  rather than “bodily.”161 For Origen, the mind’s ultimate union with 
 
156 GL II, 318. 
157 GL II, 320. 
158 GL I, 120. 
159 Balthasar uses Augustine’s terminology to a through the oculus mentis or oculus interior, such that 
God gives the perceiver a lux mentis (GL II, 99).  
160 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 64. 
161 OFP IV, 4, 10.  
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God occurs in a final “enoptic” stage.162 Balthasar seems to downplay this “surpassing” of the 
bodily senses so as to retain some corporeal/sensitive element in spiritual sensation. This is an 
important move for my own purposes in this thesis.163  
Bonaventure’s Itinerarium describes the spiritual senses as those faculties that help a 
person pass over (transiens) to God in ecstatic love, which is the highest stage of mystical 
union.164 This is a point on which Balthasar and Rahner diverge: Rahner conceives of the final 
stage as Bonaventure does—an ecstasy that is coextensive with spiritual touch; and so he retains 
the spiritual senses in the final stage of union with God – Origen’s “enoptic” stage. On 
Balthasar’s read, however, Bonaventure is placing the spiritual senses in the second of three 
stages on the path to union with God—the illuminative stage. Balthasar relies heavily on this 
interpretation of Bonaventure, because it makes the spiritual senses more accessible to everyday 
aesthetic experience. The spiritual senses channel the Word in a cataphatic (content-heavy) way, 
rather than an in an apophatic “stripping away” that results in pure union (although it leaves open 
this possibility for the final stage of union).  
This has important consequences for Balthasar’s understanding of the object of the 
spiritual senses. Balthasar states that “the object of the ‘spiritual senses’ is not the Deus nudus 
[naked God] but rather the whole of the ‘upper world’ which, in Christ, has descended to earth 
and manifests itself in the fullness of the cosmos of Sacred Scripture: this is where Origen’s 
 
162 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 35. 
163 The reader will note that I use the terms “spiritual” and “mystical” interchangeably. For this purposes 
of this thesis, they are interchangeable, in the sense that the understanding which arises from spiritual 
sensation is not one that takes flight from the world, but rather comes in history and to a particular person.   
164 Robert Glenn Davis, “Hierarchy and Excess in Bonaventure’s Itinerarium Mentis in Deum,” The 
Journal of Religion 95, no. 4 (2015): 440, https://doi.org/10.1086/682321. Bonaventure takes his work in 
the Itinerarium and reworks it into a threefold purgative-illuminative-unitive schema in The Triple Way. 
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spiritual senses are openly exercised.”165 To return to Origen’s account of the spiritual senses, we 
see that the objects of spiritual perception are complex. Regarding the “divine sense” he derives 
from Proverbs 2:5, he states that these senses perceive “things superior to corporeal beings” like 
cherubim and seraphim, along with the “emanation” that comes from the Word.166 As McInroy 
states, Origen has in mind “an entire realm of spiritual objects that can be perceived by the 
spiritual senses.”167 However, even though these spiritual objects are superior to bodily objects, it 
does not mean that they occupy a different category of perceptible objects. Origen is clear that 
“intellectual things” are sensibilia – sensible things – and Balthasar would say that they are 
sensible in the same way that bodily things are.168 The senses perceive intelligible things; 
intelligibility is the common medium used by logos to help us receive divine life. The different 
modes of perception (corporeal and spiritual) correspond to different ways of knowing, rather 
than different objects of perception.  
This is why Balthasar supports a fivefold doctrine of the spiritual senses. It is not because 
it enables him to “prove” or “map” a direct correspondence between corporeal and spiritual 
sensation, but because the object of our divine senses is more than, say, just some disembodied 
light, or just some information. The object of the spiritual perception is the Word-incarnate who 
wants to make himself known, and will not limit himself to just one way of being sensed. “This 
is the first criterion of the self-revealing form: that it does not do violence” in the sense that 
mathematical proofs “do violence.”169 In a purely algebraic/analytic world there is no room for 
 
165 GL I, 370. This seems to be Balthasar’s own reappropriation of a classical, “thicker” view of the 
universe, in which there are a multitude of spiritual/heavenly objects, rather than just a single type of 
blessedness. He does not cite a specific text regarding an “upper world,” but the writings of many of the 
Fathers contain this concept. 
166 Origen, Contra Celsum I, 48. 
167 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 29. 
168 See OFP IV, 4, 10.  
169 GL I, 482. 
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personal freedom and decision—God communicates only in the context of freedom. God must 
convince rather than control or automate. This is why “the kind of evidential power with which 
God manifests himself must be of the highest kind”—and Balthasar locates the greatest, most 
convincing evidence (“justification”) in “love’s struggle for love.”170 Sequeri’s notion of 
aesthetic justification draws from this same well of wisdom. It is the same theological instinct 
that enables Augustine to preach on the grandeur of God who can be “read” in the “book of 
created nature.”171  
 
Balthasar on Perceiving Christ in the World 
Balthasar also builds upon and expands the Christocentric theory of perception that he 
finds in the Fathers and Bonaventure. Summarizing those thinkers, Balthasar holds that Christ is 
the highest form of being, or the super-form, and the glory of Christ is the highest standard of 
beauty in the universe. This is where the theology of the cross comes into play: the cross is 
simultaneously the most repulsive and yet the most beautiful thing we can know of. This 
contradiction should not destroy the beauty and power of the cross; it enhances it in the way that 
the trinitarian “distinctions” in God enhance God’s unity.172 The cross, while paradigmatically 
Christian, represents a larger force in the world that encapsulates everything: a freely given self-
 
170 GL I, 482-3. 
171 “[Some], in order to find God, will read a book. Well, as a matter of fact there is a certain great big 
book, the book of created nature. Look carefully at it top and bottom, observe it, read it. God did not 
make letters of ink for you to recognize him in; he set before your eyes all these things he has made. Why 
look for a louder voice? Heaven and earth cries out to you, ‘God made me.’ You can read what Moses 
wrote; in order to write it, what did Moses read, a man living in time? Observe heaven and earth in a 
religious spirit.  “Sermon 68:6,” in Augustine, The Works of Saint Augustine (4th Release). Electronic 
Edition. Sermons (Newly Discovered), Volume III/3. 
172 Again, there is a lot of analogical work that goes into making these claims. I do not have the space to 
defend them here. Fields gives a solid attempt at presenting a coherent account of Balthasar’s use of 
analogy.  
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sacrificial love. Fields states that if this exerts “a universal aesthetic appeal,” then an analogy 
between worldly beauty and divine beauty can obtain, and Balthasar succeeds in avoiding a 
“definitive caesura” between worldly beauty and the cross.173 Beauty is always conjoined with 
“the concrete medium of expression” – it is not simply an “add on.”174 
  Borrowing from Augustine, Balthasar would hold that the physical ugliness of Christ 
(especially in his passion) leads to an interior appreciation of spiritual beauty.175 Standing at a 
contemplative-intellectual distance, this allows us to appreciate the awesomeness of God on a 
more theoretical level—somehow our omnipresent God hides God’s own divinity; somehow the 
omnipotent God undergoes suffering; somehow cosmic evil, untruth, and ugliness are swallowed 
up by goodness, truth, and beauty. The cross is an integral part of the drama of Christ, a part 
without which the whole loses its impact. Balthasar notes that the perception of divine truth 
requires an “art of total vision” that can “see that each individual aspect in  truth receives its full 
meaning only by its overall relationship to the whole.”176 He continues, “The eschatological 
theme, taken on its own, is incomprehensible without the cadence of Christ’s suffering.”177  
And yet, if beauty is always concretely manifested, Christ’s glory is always concretely 
manifested, not at a distance but up close and personal. Borrowing from Bonaventure, Balthasar 
 
173 Importantly he notes that “God must freely reveal that the prime analogate of absolute beauty is his 
own saving love.” Love only works if it is freely given; without that, the whole metaphysical system 
collapses. See Fields, “The Beauty of the Ugly,” 181. 
174 McInroy, “Karl Rahner and Hans Urs von Balthasar,” 269. 
175 McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 46. 
176 See GL I, 512. It is telling that this statement of Balthasar is preceded by a larger musical metaphor of 
the relation of a part to the whole: “From one arm the archaeologist can reconstruct the whole statue, and 
the palaeologist [sic] can reconstruct the whole animal from a single tooth. A musicologist should be able 
to tell, from a single fugue motif, whether it was intended as a part of a double or a triple fugue, and to 
guess at the rhythmical structure that the second or third theme must have had…every hearer knows that 
this varied thematic construction is determined by the rationale of the fugue’s total architecture. 
Something similar occurs with the Gospel” (512-513). When Balthasar says “every hearer” he must mean 
every hearer schooled in classical music. 
177 GL I, 513. 
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notes that it is the incarnate Word that is the object of the spiritual senses—the “upper world” 
has descended in Christ, so it shares in Christ’s super-form.”178 Christ is the radiance or 
splendor of the glory of God as both the “im-pression and ex-pression of his reality as God” (cf. 
Heb 1:3), and the “point of intersection” between the words of history and words of Being.179 It 
is in this way that Christ is the object of the spiritual senses—historically, incarnationally; this 
requires a different kind of contemplative gaze. While revelation has been perfected fully in 
Christ, the Christ event is an open-ended mystery from our perspective, in the sense that this 
paradoxical beauty will continue to manifest itself in new as history progresses. This beauty 
plays within the paradox of presence and absence: Because divinity hid itself in Christ, the 
Christ-form will always have, in essence, a hiddenness. Balthasar calls this hiddenness “the 
decisive criterion of authenticity,” in that it comes from the terrifying act of self-surrender in 
perfect love.180  Rather than the sophisticated handsomeness of a paradox cleverly expressed, we 
must be able to recognize the gritty ugliness of Christ’s glory: concretely, earthily manifested. 
 
Balthasar’s Doctrine of the Spiritual Senses for Today’s Listeners 
 
178 Balthasar quotes Bonaventure’s Breviloquium on this point: “The sublime beauty of Christ the 
bridegroom is seen, insofar as he is splendour; the highest harmony is heard, insofar as he is word; the 
greatest sweetness is tasted, in so far as he is the wisdom […]; the sublimest fragrance is smelled, in so far 
as he is the word inspired in the heart; the greatest delight is embraced, insofar as he is the incarnate 
Word, which dwells bodily among us and gives itself to us to be touched, to be kissed, to be embraced, 
through a most fiery love that leads our love over from this world through ecstasis and raptus to the 
Father (GL II, 320-321). 
179 GL I, 435. 
180 GL I, 521. Balthasar goes on to describe this hiddenness : “the hiddenness is the objective proof that 
the guilty have not wanted to see. But, because the form of hiddenness is at the same time a form of 
suffering, guilt intentionally looks away from this its mirror, for there is here nothing gratifying or 
edifying to behold, but only something contemptible (Is 53:2f.)…In Christ’s hiddenness guilt should 
come to acknowledge the irrefutable demonstration of its own fallenness and dispossession, and this in a 
new kind of fittingness…as an image, the image of hiddenness has the double function of confronting 
guilt both with its culpable self-concealment and its exposure by grace” (GL I, 522).  
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 Balthasar’s treatment of the spiritual senses does not give much attention to training the 
senses, or practicing spiritual perception. McInroy repeatedly notes how strange it is that 
Balthasar “downplays” the role of practice in order to emphasize the role of divine grace, 
because he is clearly using sources which highlight the need for mystical learning and training.181  
When one looks at the writing about purgation in Gregory of Nyssa or the ascetical way that 
leads to deification in Maximus the Confessor, one finds a great emphasis on training and 
practice that leads to the spiritualization of the corporal senses.182 While Balthasar was familiar 
with Nyssen and Maximus, he does not utilize them heavily when describing the spiritual 
senses.183 Origen’s “exegetical mysticism” leaves open the possibility that the senses are 
muscles/organs to be developed as much as they are receptors of grace. I highlighted the 
inherently heuristic quality of musical knowledge in the previous chapter, and in the next 
chapter, I discuss how music making in a particular US context is one form of the sensory 
training needed for spiritual perception. Christ’s beauty involves the physical and moral ugliness 
of the crucifixion, and so one’s senses must be trained to see this as beautiful. 
 In this chapter, I have given a brief history of the topic of the spiritual senses in Western 
Christianity as has been “launched” by Origen, reappropriated in the twentieth century, and 
handed on to us today. We have seen how the Fathers, and by extension Balthasar, engage in a 
 
181 McInroy admits that Balthasar arrives at the “practical” piece with his treatment of Ignatius and the 
Spiritual Exercises. Moreover, Balthasar’s treatment of Augustine’s oculus mentis includes the 
requirement of a “completely healthy and specially schooled eye” (GL II, 99). Thus, he might ignore the 
role of practice/training at times, but he does not denigrate it.  See McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual 
Senses, 53, 66. 
182 See Coakley, “Gregory of Nyssa,” and Frederick D. Aquino, “Maximus the Confessor,” in The 
Spiritual Senses: Perceiving God in Western Christianity, ed. Sarah Coakley and Paul L. Gavrilyuk, 
Reprint edition (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 104–20.  
183 In The Glory of the Lord, Balthasar gives some attention to Maximus because of Maximus’ own 
attention to the liturgical role of the senses. However, Nyssen is curiously not mentioned at all. See 
McInroy, Balthasar on the Spiritual Senses, 47–51. 
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“casual sliding” between merely decorative and strongly analogical (“literal”) uses of the 
constellation of spiritual sensing terms. Origen’s concept of the logos as the principle of all 
intelligibility, known in an affective-interpersonal way, and fleshed out through the work of 
exegetical mysticism, are foundational concepts that argue strongly for seeing music as a 
medium of the Word. Balthasar’s coupling of a transcendental approach to beauty with a 
concrete, corporal theory of perception allows us to assert the knowability of God in this world 
and in these our bodies. 
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Chapter 3: Sounding Out A Stumbling Block—The Scandal of the 
Particular and the Scandal of the Cross in American Music184 
 
Thus far, my thesis has rested on the claim that theological meaning exists in the music 
itself – in other words, I assume that a piece of music exhibits a shareable understanding and 
significance that can lead a person toward God. I have shown how music is a symbolic form that 
is exists in performance, and thus in time – it speaks to one’s situation here and now. 
Furthermore, I have argued that the mystical tradition of Western Christianity supports the idea 
that “sensing” the Word through the spiritual senses is as significant as perceiving God in any 
other mediated form, including verbal/textual form. The spiritual senses are the operation of a 
person’s embodied intellect, which can be attuned to the logos.  While the final and complete 
union with the logos is almost always out of reach in this life, our spiritual senses grasp for this 
union and get a foretaste of it. 
The experience of deeply listening to, and the performance of, African American music 
in both liturgical and non-liturgical contexts both supports and challenges my overall thesis, 
which rests on the assumption that musical meaning is shareable. On the one hand, there is 
something distinctly American (and United-Statesian) about this music; W. E. B. Du Bois boldly 
states that “the Negro folk-song—the rhythmic cry of the slave—stands to-day not simply as the 
sole American music, but as the most beautiful expression of human experience born this side 
the seas” and it remains “the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the greatest gift of the 
Negro people.”185 And yet, on the other hand, there is something distinctly racial in the sound of 
 
184 This chapter includes some heavily redacted and updated work from an unpublished paper presented under the 
direction of Dr. Margaret Guider, OSF, at Boston College. If direct quotations are used, it will be specifically noted. 
See Michael J. Lamanna, “A Bridge Over Troubled Water: Can We All Hear and Sing the Tears in Black 
Spirituals?” (Unpublished Paper, Boston, MA, December 9, 2020). 
185 W. E. B. Du Bois, “The Sorrow Songs,” in The Souls of Black Folk, Project Gutenberg (Chicago: A. C. McClurg 
& Co., 1903), https://www.gutenberg.org/files/408/408-h/408-h.htm. 
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the spiritual. James Cone’s work will be especially helpful for understanding what this “sounds” 
like.186 The human inability to fully understand the suffering of particular groups outside of 
one’s own can be a stumbling block on our way to union with God and neighbor, and the social 
disintegration created by racial constructs thus adds to the theological problem of suffering. 
Whatever blocks my own ability to relate to God and neighbor is a barrier to faith, hope, and 
love, and therefore a potential hazard on my own mystical itinerary. And yet, I hold that this 
“sound” can and should be given a deep listen by all.   
In this chapter, I look at “musicking” and the spiritual senses in the context of African 
American music, using the spirituals as a case in point.187 African American spirituals are 
instantiations of the biblical and anthropological custom of musical lament and praise, and they 
occupy a particularly important place in the American soundscape.188 The spirituals must be 
reckoned as an integral part of all Americans’ spiritual “ears,” and a paradigm of the fragmented 
mosaic of an American sound. As such, particularly in the US context, the spirituals have the 
awesome ability to arrange collective memory in listeners and performers, and in doing so, they 
mediate the reconciling power of the Word. Not only do they offer an ordinary “articulation of 
the order of our inner lives,” but they also have the more extraordinary power to reorder our 
inner lives toward God. 
 
The Scandal of the Particular 
 
186 In particular, I will treat two main monographs by James Cone: The Spirituals and the Blues: An Interpretation 
(Maryknoll, N.Y: Orbis Books, 1972); The Cross and the Lynching Tree (Maryknoll, NY: Orbis, 2013). 
187 A note on terminology: sometimes I insert the word “sung” in front of “spiritual” for purposes of clarity. This is 
to differentiate the spiritual (a noun; the musical form) from the spiritual (an adjective; the mode of communing with 
God). For a discussion of the term “musicking,” see Chapter One.   
188 In this chapter, I focus on half of this statement—the lament. It should be noted that, if future writing is to be 
done on this topic, praise should be treated as well.  
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There are two “scandals” that must be overcome if we are to claim to be common 
partakers in God’s revelation. First, there is the “scandal of the particular.” To borrow Ricoeur’s 
interpretive vocabulary, the “world behind the text” will always remain somewhat foreign and 
distanced from my own world. While the death of a first-century Palestinian Jew at the hands of 
Roman overlords can speak to me in a removed way, can I, an American man in 2021, 
understand the true beauty and horrid ugliness of that? Similarly, is the slave regime of the 
antebellum South so removed from my white Boston context of 2021 that the musical meaning 
of the African American spiritual gets lost on me?   
The cultural/racial history of the United States further complicates this issue. In “Why Is 
Everyone Always Stealing Black Music?”, a piece published in the New York Times’ 1619 
Project, culture critic Wesley Morris describes his own experience of listening to pop songs 
created (largely) for white audiences and by white artists, but with (borrowed) black musical 
roots—he mentions oldies like Little River Band’s “Reminiscing” to more contemporary songs 
by artists like Justin Timberlake. Listening to some of these songs on a playlist, Morris “started 
putting each track under investigation” asking “which artists would saunter up to the racial 
border? And which could do their sauntering without violating it?” He remarks that 
as the hours passed and dozens of songs accrued, the sound gravitated toward a familiar 
quality that I couldn’t give language to but could practically taste: an earnest Christian 
yearning that would reach, for a moment, into Baptist rawness, into a known warmth. I 
had to laugh …because what I tasted in that absurdity was black.189  
 
 Morris’ reflection points to the long and violent history, and complex beauty, of 
cultural/racial “borrowing” and “collaborating” in the Americas that produced the “black” sound 
 
189 Wesley Morris, “Why Is Everyone Always Stealing Black Music?,” The New York Times Magazine, August 14, 




that he “tasted.” This history indeed produced a “strange fruit” (to borrow a haunting lyric sung 
by Billie Holiday). The first enslaved Africans arrived in North America in 1619 and brought 
with them their knowledge of musical instruments, rhythms, and harmonies. Historians assert 
that not long after those first groups came, there were drums and other rhythm instruments, a 
type of xylophone, horns, and the banjo, are all of which would have been based on African 
prototypes.190 The singing of African work songs (coordinating workers’ movements, lifting 
their spirits, and providing a boost of energy) and call-and-response boat songs were continued 
in slave settings.191 Wyatt Tee Walker, cultural historian and civil rights leader, in his 
Somebody’s Calling My Name: Black Sacred Music and Social Change, places the earliest 
appearance of the “spiritual” around the year 1760.192 Before this point, the musical sounds of 
black sacred music would have been in the form of “slave utterances”—moans, chants, and cries 
for deliverance.193 
To give a terribly brief and generalized genealogy of the contemporary US music scene: 
The slave utterances mentioned above became what were once called “negro spirituals,” “sorrow 
songs,” and “plantation hymns” (often now we simply call them “spirituals”), which developed 
into metered music and Euro-American hymns set to a “beat,” and eventually inspired the blues 
and the gospel music we know of today.194 W.E.B. Du Bois “tells of a native African hymn 
 
190 There is documentation, dating to the late 17th and early 18th century, of African (American) fiddling, dancing, 
piping, drumming, and probably playing banjo, and by the early 19th century there is evidence of a growth in those 
practices as well as the emergence of novel African-American musical practices, such as “patting juba.” See Dena J. 
Epstein, “Secular Folk Music,” in African American Music: An Introduction, ed. Mellonee V. Burnim and Portia K. 
Maultsby (New York: Routledge, 2006), 38–42. 
191 Epstein, 44. 
192 Wyatt Tee Walker, “Somebody’s Calling My Name”: Black Sacred Music and Social Change (Valley Forge, PA: 
Judson Press, 1979), 40. 
193 I find it remarkable that Walker and others still considered these utterances a form of black sacred music, and not 
simply; indeed, this form of weeping and crying out to God would have been one of the most haunting laments God 
has ever heard. 
194 These are Walker’s terms. Note also that as global migration and cultural diffusion increased over time, more 
mixing happened. French-speaking Afro-Creole persons in New Orleans developed a unique musical tradition, and 
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passed down through his family for two hundred years with the African tongue intact. Du Bois 
marveled that it was so similar in rhythm, tone, and texture to the sorrow songs of which he 
wrote.”195 The sound of the spirituals, which became the sound of the blues, came from this 
mutual influence of African music, Christian (largely Methodist) hymns, and cultural trauma, 
along with a zealous religious climate energized by the Great Awakening. This historical fusion 
created new form of beauty, investing the weeping of generations of an oppressed race into the 
same sonic form as their joyful shouts of hope for heaven. The basic I-IV-V chord patters and 
tonal structures of “Western” music were utilized, but fresh singing styles and rhythms were 
added until an original form was born. From the same cultural milieu came the blues, which 
challenged the hard semitone intervals of “Western” music by adding “blue notes,” “slides,” and 
“bends.”196 Through singing these songs, the sounds of displacement, loss, exhaustion, and 
unthinkable violence were transformed into a kind of beauty, and seeded the development of 
gospel, jazz, and rock music.197 
The musical heritage of the spirituals was brought forth into the world, in large part, by 
the black performance group called the Fisk Jubilee Singers, who fed a growing national and 
global demand for “authentic” folk songs. Not long after they formed in 1866 they were touring 
and performing around the world. Their repertoire initially consisted of both popular (white) 
compositions and black spirituals, but the latter quickly grew to be the more significant part of 
the repertoire given the interest of their audiences, raising money for the foundation of Fisk 
 
the African, Native American, and European/Portuguese blending of Brazilian music became a global phenomenon 
as well. By the twentieth century, music was becoming truly a global product.  
195 Walker, Somebody’s Calling My Name, 48. 
196 David Evans, “Blues,” in African American Music: An Introduction, ed. Mellonee V. Burnim and Portia K. 
Maultsby (New York: Routledge, 2006), 79–96.  
197 James Cone insists that the blues are “secular spirituals,” and that “the blues and the spirituals flow from the 
same bedrock of experience, and neither is an adequate interpretation of black life without the commentary of the 
other.” See Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 100. 
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University (and becoming a major influence in the founding of other historically black colleges 
and universities, or HBCUs). Because of their unique historical situation, it is not a stretch to 
claim that they were the most significant force behind the innovation of the “spiritual.”198 I 
advise the reader to listen to them now, so as to hear a sonic kernel of the American “sound.”199  
This art did not exist in a vacuum, however, and it was swept up into the social evils of 
commodification and consumerism, white supremacy, fetishization, and outright racial mockery. 
The music of the Jubilee Singers was not simply accepted as exhibiting an excellence, but was 
denigrated as uncivilized folk custom, and the singers themselves were denigrated similarly.200 
Paradoxically, the egregious practice of minstrelsy also played a role in the evolution of African 
American music, as it was yet another (albeit perverse) medium of the performance and 
reperformance of (at least some kind of version of) this music. The music grew, flowered, 
evolved, and seeded new forms of music outside of the black community—but it retains 
something of this problematic history. Its history is what makes the music so particular—it has a 
particularly horrific story of despair and hope. As Morris claims, there remains in this music 
something of “what the borrowers and collaborators don’t want to or can’t lift — centuries of 
weight, of atrocity we’ve never sufficiently worked through, the blackness you know is beyond 
theft because it’s too real, too rich, too heavy to steal.”201 
 
198 This claim is made in Katie Graber, “‘A Strange, Weird Effect’: The Fisk Jubilee Singers in the United States and 
England,” The American Music Research Center Journal. 14 (2004): 38. S 
199 The reader can start here: Fisk Jubilee Singers, Swing Low Sweet Chariot - Fisk Jubille Singers (1909), YouTube 
Video, accessed March 1, 2021, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=GUvBGZnL9rE. 
200 As I report elsewhere, The Jubilee Singers ““were seen as tools for evangelizing their race, potentially in Africa. 
Moreover,  they were met with the expectation of the comedy and buffoonery found in minstrel shows. They were 
tokened for ‘genuineness’ and ‘authenticity’— Queen Victoria reported in her journal that she was impressed by the 
music of the “real Negroes” who performed for her in England.” See Graber, “‘A Strange, Weird Effect’: The Fisk 
Jubilee Singers in the United States and England,” 44. They received poor treatment as second-class citizens when 
they came up to Boston in 1879. See Doug Seroff, “‘A Voice in the Wilderness’: The Fisk Jubilee Singers’ Civil 
Rights Tours of 1879-1882,” Popular Music and Society 25, no. 1–2 (2001): 137. Also see Lamanna, “A Bridge 
Over Troubled Water: Can We All Hear and Sing the Tears in Black Spirituals?,” 14. 
201 Morris, “Why Is Everyone...”. 
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 Liberation theologian James Cone takes a hard stance on this issue of particularity. 
Growing up in a black community in Bearden, Arkansas, he notes that “The spirituals and the 
blues were a way of life, an artistic affirmation of the meaningfulness of black existence…B. B. 
King, Johnny Lee Hooker, and Mahalia Jackson created essential structures that defined my 
blackness. … the spirituals and blues [were] authentic expressions of my humanity… I am the 
blues and my life is a spiritual. Without them, I cannot be.”202 “To be black is to be blue,” Cone 
concludes.203 For him, the music of the spirituals contains “the spirit of the people struggling to 
be free; it is their religion, their source of strength in a time of trouble. And if one does not know 
what trouble is, then the spiritual cannot be understood.”204  To my frustration, Cone does not 
flesh out his concept of “trouble.” The situated epistemologies, especially as developed by 
feminist philosophers of the 1980s and 1990s, are likely what he had in mind—I am not situated 
in the body of a black person or a woman, nor in their social locations, and thus there is a realm 
of knowledge, as well as a way of knowing, that I simply cannot know. Singing the spirituals and 
the blues is the expression of “being black in a white racist society.”205 Moreover, “We are told 
that the people of Israel could not sing the Lord’s song in a strange land. But, for blacks, their 
being depended upon a song. Through song they built new structures for existence in an alien 
land.”206 
These “new structures” are structures of meaning-making, and they have significant  
theological implications. “The theological assumption of black slave religion as expressed in the 
spirituals was that slavery contradicts God, and God will therefore liberate black people. All else 
 
202 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 7. 
203 Cone, 103. 
204 Cone, 31. 
205 Cone, 103. 
206 Cone, 30. 
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was secondary and complemented that basic perspective.”207 As I’ve stated elsewhere, Cone’s 
conviction shapes and colors multiple theological concepts—it describes the meaning of 
liberation; it voices an experience of trust and faithfulness which belies its context of broken 
social bonds; and it grapples with the problem of theodicy, addressed later in this chapter.208 “It 
is safe to assume that black slaves did not know about the proceedings at Nicaea and 
Chalcedon,” Cone says wryly, and yet, “it was as if black slaves were affirming their freedom 
through the rhythm, the passion, and the motion of their language. If the words did not sound 
right, feel right, and move smoothly from the lips, then how could they be an expression of the 
souls yearning for freedom?”209 There can be no greater affirmation of my point from the first 
chapter that, in the performing arts such as music, the form itself is the content. 
 It is worth pausing now and revisiting my main thesis in the light of the scandal of the 
particular. The way we hone our musical ears toward beauty informs how we hone our mystical 
ears toward God. When it comes to the spirituals and the blues, then, how do I attune myself to 
this very particular form of beauty? Are the spiritual senses inhibited by race, as are other forms 
of perception?  In his book Worship Across the Racial Divide, sociologist Gerardo Martí 
consistently finds that in parish settings, “‘soul’ always equals ‘black.’”210  Moreover, Martí’s 
qualitative research reveals how intractable stereotyping and racial essentialism is among even 
the most diverse worshipping communities. Often black worship, including African American 
music, is treated as “iconic,” and there is a strong belief that the connection to the suffering of 
slavery, as well as the racial oppression that followed, is what produced “authentic” gospel 
 
207 Cone, 65. 
208 Lamanna, “A Bridge Over Troubled Water: Can We All Hear and Sing the Tears in Black Spirituals?,” 16. 
209 Cone, The Spirituals and the Blues, 44. Cone here also notes that the choice of the word for God—Father, Son, or 
Spirit—often was determined by the rhythm of the language, rather than the conceptual referent of the word. 
210 Gerardo Martí, Worship across the Racial Divide: Religious Music and the Multiracial Congregation (New 
York: Oxford University Press, 2012), 54. 
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music.211  When I sing “Were You There?” am I really just engaging in a “debased imitation,” to 
quote W. E. B. Du Bois?212 It is not a stretch to claim that the sounds of African American music 
at once unify us and sort us into groups.213 
I suggest that we must, for the time being, take a minimalist and hopeful stance toward 
questions about the “rules” for navigating racial identity and “access” to the cultural heritage of 
the ethnic/racial other. Minimally, we can state that cultural sharing is a natural part of 
contemporary life, and the root aspects of musical dynamics (rhythms, harmonies, etc.) are too 
human and too contagious to claim as one’s own. Hopefully, the sounds of suffering bring non-
sufferers to a place of compassion and solidarity. Wesley Morris states that “What we’ve 
[presumably, we Americans] been dealing with ever since [the 1830s] is more than a catchall 
word like “appropriation” can approximate. The truth is more bounteous and more spiritual than 
that, more confused. That confusion is the DNA of the American sound.”214 We should recall the 
insight from my first chapter that an attentive listener is still a performer, even if only internally. 
It is unavoidable that my white body does black music—however “confused” that sounds. Chris 
Pramuk, a white man like myself, notes that he can make no claim on the spirituals, and yet “the 
spirituals claim me, or better, we [sic].”215 
 
 
211 Martí, 55-56.  
212 “The mass of ‘gospel’ hymns which has swept through American churches and well-nigh ruined our sense of 
song consists largely of debased imitations of Negro melodies made by ears that caught the jingle but not the music, 
the body but not the soul, of the Jubilee songs. It is thus clear that the study of Negro religion is not only a vital part 
of the history of the Negro in America, but no uninteresting part of American history.” Du Bois, “The Sorrow 
Songs.” Accessed via https://www.gutenberg.org/files/408/408-h/408-h.htm. 
213 Martí notes that “when church leaders mix the belief of black superiority of worship, the need for gospel music to 
be included in musical liturgy, and the requirement of black authenticity in the performance of gospel music, music 
becomes the basis for radical separation on the basis of race”( Worship across the Racial Divide, 72.). When Cone 
asserts that black music is “unity music,” he is referring to the unification of blacks; however, evidence seems to 
show that this music unifies everybody. See Martí’s chapter “Have You Seen Our Gospel Choir?” (pp. 154-156).  
214 Morris, “Why Is Everyone...” 
215 Christopher Pramuk, Hope Sings, So Beautiful: Graced Encounters Across the Color Line, Illustrated edition 
(Collegeville, Minnesota: Michael Glazier, 2013), 11. 
 81 
The Scandal of the Cross 
The second “scandal” to be overcome is that of the cross—“a stumbling block to Jews 
and foolishness to Gentiles”—which expresses human weakness as a place of divine strength, 
and folly in the place of wisdom (1 Cor 1:23-25). The incarnation and crucifixion reveal that 
God takes on human suffering and thus identifies with us; the resurrection reveals that God, in 
God’s merciful love, restores meaning to our suffering. Christ’s cry of lament on the cross— 
encapsulating a barren love and a desperate hope – is now a bridge between our human pain and 
God’s divine healing. The life of faith allows us to access that bridge. Sometimes this bridge can 
only be expressed through cries of lament, love, and hope embedded in musical forms.  
Given that cultural trauma and individual suffering are intensely exclusive (to a group) 
and personal (to an individual), the scandal of the cross is related to the scandal of the particular. 
Superficially, my life of faith looks very different than the “iconic” black faith that Martí 
explores; more deeply, my life of faith looks a lot different than the “uncommon faithfulness” of 
black Americans, to borrow a phrase from M. Shawn Copeland.216 By inhabiting a white male 
body, am I not deaf to the truth of the suffering of lament and the “ironic tenacity” of hope that is 
embedded in the African-American spiritual?217 In The Cross and the Lynching Tree, James 
Cone states that “the more black people struggled against white supremacy, the more they found 
in the cross the spiritual power to resist the violence they so often suffered. They came to know, 
as the black historian Lerone Bennett wrote, ‘at the deepest level . . . what it was like to be 
crucified. . . . And more: that there were some things in this world that are worth being crucified 
 
216 M. Shawn Copeland, LaReine-Marie Mosely, and Albert J Raboteau, eds., Uncommon Faithfulness: The Black 
Catholic Experience (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 2009). The title comes from a large conference entitled 
Uncommon Faithfulness: The Witness of African American Catholics, organized by Timothy Matovina. 
217 “Ironic tenacity” comes from James Baldwin, quoted in Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, 13. 
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for.’”218  Do I really “sing” the true sadness of “Were You There?” when crucifixion was so 
starkly embodied by the community (in the shadow of the lynching tree) that produced the 
hymn? Jesus’ intensely personal cry of “my God, my God, why have you abandoned me?” 
should resonate in the heart of every person who has ever doubted God’s goodness; but what 
would it have meant to the Roman soldiers nailing him to the cross?   
The scandal of the cross is overcome by the logic of the cross. The cross has a 
paradoxical logic, a paradox that only the logos of God can sustain. The cross is able sustain both 
perfect and imperfect faithfulness, and to embrace the continual dynamic of broken and restored 
trust, unto the permanent and eternal Restoration when trust is no longer needed. In Howard 
Thurman’s mystical writing, he notes that God’s breath comes through Jesus in all of life’s 
experiences, including “the strutting arrogance of the Roman Legion; the brazen queries of the 
craven tax collector; the children at play or the old men quibbling in the market place; the august 
Sanhedrin fighting for its life amidst the impudences of Empire; the fear-voiced utterance of the 
prophets who remembered—to Jesus, God breathed through all that is.”219 This breath of God’s 
permanent presence comes out in the cry of abandonment and absence of the crucified logos.  
James Cone describes this logos in the context of black faith:  
W. E. B. Du Bois called black faith “a pythian madness” and “a demoniac possession”—
“sprung from the African forests,” “mad with supernatural joy.” One has to be a little 
 
218 Cone continues on p. 22: “Just as Jesus did not deserve to suffer, they knew they did not deserve it; yet faith was 
the one thing white people could not control or take away. ‘In our collective outpourings of song and prayer, the 
fluid emotions of others make us feel the strength in ourselves. . . .’ [quoting Richard Wright]. They shouted, 
danced, clapped their hands and stomped their feet as they bore witness to the power of Jesus’ cross which had given 
them an identity far more meaningful than the harm that white supremacy could do them. No matter whose songs 
they sang or what church they belonged to, they infused them with their own experience of suffering and 
transformed what they received into their own. ‘Jesus Keep Me near the Cross,’ ‘Must Jesus Bear the Cross Alone?’ 
and other white Protestant evangelical hymns did not sound or feel the same when blacks and whites sang them 
because their life experiences were so different. When black people were challenged by white supremacy, with the 
lynching tree staring down at them, where else could they turn for hope that their resistance would ultimately 
succeed?”  
219 Howard Thurman, The Inward Journey (Richmond, Ind.: Friends United Press, 2007), 30. Originally encountered 
in Chris Pramuk’s book Hope Sings, So Beautiful.  
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mad, kind of crazy, to find salvation in the cross, victory in defeat, and life in death. This 
is why the meaning of the cross is intensely debated today, especially by secular and 
religious intellectuals who reject the absurd idea that a shameful, despicable death could 
“reveal” anything… Yet the German scholar Martin Kahler has said that the Passion 
story in the Gospels forms the center of the Jesus story, and everything else in his life and 
teachings is only a prologue to his death on the cross. Black Christians could agree: they 
sang more songs and preached more sermons about the cross than any other aspect of 
Jesus’ ministry.220  
 
A sung lament is the paradigmatic example of the human instantiation of this crucified 
logos. While it is not uncommon in theology to speak of an experience of God as ineffable—too 
deep for words— it is less common to speak of evil that way; lament, however, can bring us 
there. As biblical scholar Richard Clifford states, the laments of the bible, especially in the 
psalms, “put God ‘on the spot’ with their questions” regarding themes of abandonment, injustice, 
and theodicy.221  Laments pursue a strategy of remembering before God and reminding God of 
both human sorrow and God-given joy, so as to appeal to the divine character of God in the face 
of evil. Clifford states that a lament in the psalter “enables the worshiper to face threats bravely 
and learn trust in God.”222 
In his book Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in Africa, Emmanuel 
Katongole describes the “soundscapes of lament,” especially in Northern Uganda and Eastern 
Congo in the two decades after 1986, that take the form of seeing, standing, and wrestling or 
arguing with God, such that the “inner connection between lament and hope” is made manifest 
through poetry, song, and dance.223 The word “dehumanization” does not even scratch the 
 
220 Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, 25. 
221 Richard J. Clifford, Psalms 1-72, Abingdon Old Testament Commentaries (Nashville: Abingdon Press, 2002), 
29. 
222 Clifford, 22. 
223 Emmanuel Katongole, Born from Lament: The Theology and Politics of Hope in Africa (Grand Rapids, 
Michigan: Eerdmans, 2017), xvi–xvii. His third and fourth chapters describe these “soundscapes.” 
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surface of the atrocities committed in that time and place. Lament is an especially powerful 
practice of naming the unspeakable suffering and horror, especially in betrayal, loss of 
innocence, and unforgiveable violence. Katongole describes the spread in popularity of certain 
lament songs as a “sonic echo” that united people in their pain.224 I also cannot help but recall, 
from a different part of the world, the doloolow I heard the women of the island of Yap sing on 
Good Friday—a lament, using Christian words but local styles of wailing, in adoration of the 
cross.225 Lament can uniquely act as an embodied symbolic form that holds together one’s 
historical memory, however painful, and current need for hope, however unrealized.  
Recall the insight from my first chapter on Langer’s work: presentational symbols, such 
as music, “are better in articulating the order of our inner life. They create a virtual world that 
has felt import.”226 As a creature made in the image and likeness of God, the deepest layer of  
person’s inner life—a place of pure identity and conviction, rarely accessible to one’s 
consciousness—must correspond to the divine, even if evil has corrupted the more superficial 
layers of one’s inner life. Music is a powerful mediator of meaning when its “sonic echo” 
invades us and articulates something of the deepest level of our inner life. Additionally, the sonic 
form so effectively articulates the order of our inner life because, as Kotongole has noted, it can 
express the “inner connection between lament and hope.” The very articulation of a lament—
even when it is naming the experience of a purely absent God—can reveal enough deep 
 
224 Katongole, 65. The term “sonic echo” may seem redundant; however, in the context of the poetry and music that  
Katongole discusses in this section, the word “sonic” highlights the fact that the echo carries something greater than 
merely the sound of words could carry. Replacing “sonic” with “musical” would fit my thesis. 
225 Thomas Landy, “Doloolow: Women in Yap Wail over the Suffering of Christ on Good Friday,” Catholics & 
Cultures, April 18, 2019, https://www.catholicsandcultures.org/micronesia-women-yap-wail-over-suffering-christ-
good-friday. 
226 Rudolf Makkreel, “Cassirer, Langer, and Dilthey on the Distinctive Kinds of Symbolism in the Arts,” Journal of 
Transcendental Philosophy, March 16, 2020, 3–4, https://doi.org/10.1515/jtph-2019-0023. My emphasis. 
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goodness in a person so as to sustain hope, even when it seems lost. To give voice to painful 
memories is in itself an act of hope, in that it is shared out to others and to God.  
As a communal memory passed down to me through the generations, Christ’s crucifixion 
has become part of the order of my inner life; it has shaped the sound of despair in my heart. 
Could a slave song also become a part of my inner life? To use the philosophical framework of 
Gilbert Ryle from my first chapter, we could say that laments perform a skill developed through 
a lifetime’s accumulation of memory—both personal and communal. The beauty and brilliance 
of a lament is not judged as an athlete’s performance or a painter’s canvas is judged, but by the 
“sonic echo” it creates.  
The cross is not a problem to be solved nor a puzzle to be completed, even if the dark 
riddle of the existence of evil remains; it is simply a fixture of our inner lives that must be “read” 
and “heard” through our spiritual senses. Recall Origen’s commentary on the Song of Songs, in 
which he describes how the logos “peers out” through the “lattices” of our human senses.227 I 
submit that this is the kind of “reading” – the exegetical mysticism – that is required of Christians 
in order to see divine beauty. It is a dynamic laboring, over the course of one’s whole life, of 
getting “hemmed in” by “some riddles or obscure sayings” and then freed by the Word through 
patient and contemplative reading, to quote Origen yet again.228 As Balthasar states, “The 
content (Gehalt) does not lie behind the form (Gestalt), but within it. Whoever is not capable of 
seeing and ‘reading’ the form will, by the same token, fail to perceive the content. Whoever is 
 
227 Myers, 14; Origen, Cant. III, 13; described in more detail in my previous chapter.  
228 Origen, Cant. III, 11; quoted in Benjamin Myers, “Exegetical Mysticism: Scripture, Paideia, and the Spiritual 
Senses,” in Sarah Coakley and the Future of Systematic Theology, ed. Janice McRandal (Minneapolis: Fortress 
Press, 2016), 5. 
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not illumined by the form will see no light in the content either.”229  The attunement and re-
attunement of the musical ear is the sonic version of this mystical exegesis.  
 In the context of music, this mystical exegesis is the seeking and finding of aesthetic 
justification. The cross, as a paradoxical symbol of fidelity and broken trust, sounds strange. It 
must be simultaneously ugly and beautiful if it is to provide the aesthetic justification for the 
belief that God is faithful in the midst of such apparent infidelity. James Cone states, “because of 
their experience of arbitrary violence, the cross was and is a redeeming and comforting image 
for many black Christians. If the God of Jesus’ cross is found among the least, the crucified 
people of the world, then God is also found among those lynched in American history.”230 Cone 
does not expand on this word arbitrary, but in the context of his writing, the meaning is obvious: 
a person has every right – a theological warrant – to believe that they are promised a right to 
exist; yet under a slave regime and then Jim Crow, the inhabitation of a black body, for no just 
reason, was the cause of being stripped of that right. The cross does not justify this absurdity, but 
rather gives form to the injustice of this absurdity. 
 It should not surprise us, then, that the sung spiritual is musically contagious among 
whites. The faith communicated by the spiritual is, to use Sequeri’s term, the faith of the 
“believing coscienza.” It is the consciousness of grace, which he defines as “a lordship that is not 
despotic” but rather rooted in pure desire or “pure affect.”231 That the sound of the “uncommon 
faithfulness” of black persons is able to echo in my white body is at once saving and shameful; 
saving, in that I feel it opening me up to God and to the suffering of others; shameful in that it 
should never have come about in the first place. The spiritual opens me up and puts new words 
 
229 GL I, 151. 
230 Cone, The Cross and the Lynching Tree, 23, my emph. 
231 Pierangelo Sequeri, Teología Fundamental: La Idea de la Fe, trans. José María Hernández, Lux Mundi Manuales 
87 (Salamanca: Ediciones Sígueme, S. A., 2007), 242. 
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of trust in my mouth—words that are not my own, because, as shown in my first chapter, when 
one truly listens, one can never be a passive listener, in that the listener is always somehow 
performing and re-performing. However shallow my own well of suffering, it is deepened by that 
of others. However blind I am to the operation of racism in me and in society, if I truly behold 
the cross, blindness is prevented from becoming permanent. That a people so existentially 
betrayed could still call anybody their Lord should be convincing enough for anyone to cry out 
words trust to the Lord. The sound of that cry, embedded in the spiritual, is aesthetic justification 
par excellence.  
 
The Spiritual Senses and Material Spirituality  
Not long after Fr. Adolfo Nicolas was calling for the creation of “musical persons” (see 
introduction), Pope Francis was calling for the re-creation of persons capable of weeping, and 
these two items are not unrelated.232 While weeping and music are explicitly connected in the 
practice of lament, they are more fundamentally and more broadly related as modes of 
communication. Like verbal language, weeping and music transgress the boundary that separates 
me from everything that is not me; however, unlike language, there is a material, embodied, 
sensual element to weeping and music. As Sequeri notes, music is invasive and draws consent 
out of us. The experience of feeling and tasting one’s own tears, and the experience of hearing or 
singing a spiritual, offer a similar challenge to my personal autonomy. Living, as we do, in a 
time and place that places supreme value on the control of one’s personal boundaries, weeping 
and music remind us that the boundaries of “self” are always permeable.  The musical quality of 
 
232 Inés San Martín, “Pope Francis Delivers Another Lesson in the ‘Theology of Tears,’” Crux, May 5, 2016, 
https://cruxnow.com/church/2016/05/pope-francis-delivers-another-lesson-in-the-theology-of-tears/. 
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“soulfulness,” especially (distinctively) present in black music, highlights this permeability, 
whether in a mournful lament or a joyful shout of jubilee. 
The “gift of tears,” once (but perhaps less so today) the mark of a mystic, points to a 
divine-communicative function of “material spiritualities.” Jacques Derrida famously claims, in 
his Memoirs of the Blind, that tears, not sight, are the essence of the eye. Tears are oddly ab-
ocular, flowing out of the sense organ that would otherwise take in sensory input. Christian 
tradition attests to the gift of tears, from St. Monica to Margery Kempe to Ignatius of Loyola. 
Catherine of Siena even developed a five-category spiritual typology of her tears.233 This 
phenomenon is inclusive of almost all religious traditions. Religious knowledge has been shown 
to be embodied in ritual weeping and thereby embedded in art; in their book Holy Tears, Patten 
and Hawley speak of the practice of weeping as “material spiritualities,” “modes of 
intelligibility,” and “nontextual symbolic vehicles” which that go too deep for language, 
operating at a depth which can communicate “the full load of human experience.”234 They 
continue:  
“[Tears express] the sorrow of exile, the sparkle of ecstasy, the weight of memory, the 
wound of empathy—tears resist the abstracting intellectual process along with every 
other alchemy of sublimation. They serve as gatekeepers to a level of emotion that, like 
holiness, eludes a certain range of normalcy. Yet at the same time, weeping ‘guards the 
gates’, preventing open communication and complicating efforts at translation or 
interpretation. Tears resist grammar; they are ineffable. Something about tears tells us 
that we cannot really experience the pain of another, any more than we can appropriate 
memory. Tears are subjectively sealed—and yet they are contagious.”235 
 
 
233 Jessie Gutgsell, “The Gift of Tears: Weeping in the Religious Imagination of Western Medieval Christianity,” 
Anglican Theological Review 97, no. 2 (2015): 239–53. 
234 Kimberley C. Patton and John Stratton Hawley, eds., “Introduction,” in Holy Tears: Weeping in the Religious 
Imagination (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2005), 3. Terms are borrowed here from Lawrence 
Sullivan’s essay “Seeking an End to the Primary Text” in Beyond the Classics? Essays in Religious Studies and 
Liberal Education, ed. Frank E. Reynolds and Sheryl Burkhalter (Atlanta: Scholars, 1990), 52-53. 
235 Patton and Hawley, 4. 
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On a functional level, the tears of a distressed child or a desperate adult communicate the 
need for immediate relief; however, emotional tears, especially in religious contexts, 
communicate something to the crier as much as to others. Tears express an emotional state not 
expressible otherwise. The ab-ocular effluviant transforms the faculty of sight from a passive 
receiver to an active presenter (recall Langer’s “presentational symbolism”), granting insight as 
much as sight. One could argue, as does Matthew Ancell, that this passive-active dynamic is 
found within Derrida’s Memoirs of the Blind, in which he suggests that the act of representing an 
image through drawing is not really representational, but rather, an instantiation of something 
deeper, “the way art thinks.”236 When moved by art, we might even say, to use the Christological 
language already given, that the logos peers out of our eyes. 
The performance of a lament does something similar to our ears, in that it makes present 
to our intellect something that was within us. It elicits a felt memory that is at once our own 
(perhaps a personal experience of suffering) and not our own (perhaps a primordial “shared” 
memory, the memory that people suffer), echoing through our ears, and re-sounding out through 
our performance. It is no coincidence that the doloolow of Yap (mentioned above), and the 
funerary traditions of ancient Greece, and the Quechua writings of Guaman Poma, and the 
marriage rites of passage among today’s Oyo-Yoruba of Nigeria, all contain an element of ritual 
weeping.237 These semi-/proto-musical practices engage, and are engaged by, the “sonic echo” 
toward which a life of faith is attuned. For us Christians, this is the logos at work.  
 
236 The artist knows that perfectly representing an image is impossible, and so the artist must embrace a kind of inner 
leap of faith in her unique perspective and her skill of interpretation. Derrida, with a kind of atheistic religiosity, 
seems to hint at the operation of primordial “memories” or a mythic consciousness underneath the artist’s drawing. 
Ancell continues: “Belief is not necessarily irrational, but rather must somehow account for the fragmented limbs in 
its field of vision and assemble them from different and conflicting points of view.”  Matthew Ancell, “Credo Ergo 
Sum: Faith, Blindness, and Pictorial Logic in Derrida’s Memoirs of the Blind,” Oxford Art Journal 37, no. 2 (June 
1, 2014): 199; 201, https://doi.org/10.1093/oxartj/kcu007. 




Theologian David Tracy employs the concept of “fragments” to describe the way the 
contemporary world inherits those traditions passed down from preceding generations. He states:  
“Fragments” is a category I developed some years ago. It was started as a major category 
by the German Romantics in the late eighteenth century. And of course it eventually 
became very popular with the literary modernists and even more with the postmodern 
writers who typically write in fragmentary ways. I defend it as a way to break totalities, 
to fragment all totality systems and open them to infinity, which has become a major 
category for my work. In my opinion, all our traditions are in fragments. People like T. S. 
Eliot and others thought that was unfortunate—his famous line [in The Waste Land] is 
“these fragments I have shored against my ruins.” I don’t think of fragments in that way. 
Sometimes, of course, fragmentation can be negative. But in fact, the traditions—in 
philosophy, theology, the arts—have always been in fragments.238 
 
 This notion of “fragments” can be a way of reconceptualizing Morris’ “confusion [that] is 
the DNA of American sound” as well as my own theology of music. On a basic level, music 
making is indeed a creative use of “fragments,” in that it engages in a variegated borrowing of 
elements of traditions across space and time. However, while riffing and mixing is indeed part of 
music making, the fragment is something more: the hearing and performing of fragments acts on 
us, “breaking totalities” and opening them up to “infinity” (which can be read as another word 
for transcendence). The “rhythmic cry of the slave,” using a term from Du Bois, is a sonic 
fragment in our music. These fragments, according to Tracy, can move us to a risky place:  
[W]e must shift our attention away from any false hope for any totality system and focus 
instead upon the actuality of the explosive, marginal, liberating fragments of our many 
heritages—but not in the conservative fashion so familiar today, which seeks to shore up 
some perceived past unity against our present seeming ruin. On the contrary, sometimes 
this spiritual search for fragments must demand a destructive moment. We must be 
 
238 Kenneth L. Woodward, “In Praise of Fragments: An Interview with David Tracy,” Commonweal Magazine, 
October 2019, https://www.commonwealmagazine.org/praise-fragments. 
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willing to fragment or shatter whatever reigning totality system we find: economic, 
cultural, religious, social. We need more moments not only of critique but also of deep 
suspicion of all totalities and of all claims to innocence. […]239 
 This is not the moment for me to analyze the “totalizing systems” under which we live; I 
would include any attempt to ignore, cover up, or explain as normal the sin of the world as a 
totalizing system. More important for my purposes here is to describe the experience of listening 
to our fragmented cultural heritage. To give a deep listen to a sung spiritual should, at various 
moments, attune our mystical ear as an organ of faith. Harmony and dissonance, tension and 
resolve, noise and silence, crescendo and decrescendo; these both articulate the order of our inner 
life, and also, in the (rare) moments of intensity, reorder our inner life. These musical dynamics 
serve as both the catalyst and the content of a “destructive moment.”  When Tracy states that “it 
is time for all of us to face the fragments that lurk as land mines in all the classical modern 
systems,” I would point him to the sung spiritual as a starting point.240 
Even though the resurrected Christ is the ultimate End of the universe, the crucified 
Christ is a manifestation of the form of the “upper world,” made audible in the sung spiritual.  
 The performance of the spiritual is the performance of shared fragments. The “landmines” and 
“destructive moments” to which Tracy refers can come to us in sonic form, and, if we take 
seriously the Balthasarian notion of Christ as Übergestalt, these fragments are cruciform. James 
Cone reminds us of the absurd reality of the lynching tree—an absurdity inherent in arbitrary 
violence, but also in the fact that modern US theologians largely ignored the obvious connection 
to Christ’s crucifixion.  Tracy notes that 
African American thinkers have left us, all of them, (such as James Cone in his theology, 
Cornel West in his philosophy, and Tony Morrison in her literature), with something far 
more valuable than a system. They have left to us fragments that break and undo any 
 
239 David Tracy, Filaments : Theological Profiles: Selected Essays, vol. 2, Filaments (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2020), 361-62. 
240 Tracy, 2:362. 
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pretense to totality, that evoke hints and guesses of hope for our culture and our society. 
They have therefore left to us fragmentary glimpses of light and redemption. These are 
the crucial resources that African American thought, if heeded, can provide to our 
desiccated public realm for all those who have ears to hear. 
I would add to his list of public intellectuals the Fisk University Jubilee Singers; not due 
to a written corpus, but due to their performances, which engendered transformative encounters. 
In 1879, a minister from Binghamton, NY named William H. Goodrich heard the Jubilee Singers 
perform, and attested the following:  
The slaves of the South came to begin a totally new history. Their ignorance, their 
degradation as a class, their separation in sympathy from the white race, above all, their 
wrongs and their longing fitted them to produce a rude, but really original, musical 
utterance, in their broken English speech. It is this flavor of absolute novelty and of 
pathos which has given to negro minstrelsy, even when it was a caricature and copy, an 
interest that has endured. […] [The spirituals] are confused in language, broken in 
connection, wild and odd in suggestion, but inconceivably touching, and sometimes 
grand. At first you smile or laugh at the queer association of ideas, but before you know it 
your eyes fill and your heart is heaving with a true devotional feeling. You see clearly 
that these songs have been, in their untaught years, a real liturgy, a cry of the soul.241  
 
While the stark racism and exoticism of this personal testimony is evident, the  
“destructive moment” of fragmentation is also evident here. If only we could ask that minister 
what the “true devotional feeling” and the tears in his eyes did to his own (historically 
conditioned) racism. Is it too much to say that this honest reaction to beauty, and this 
spiritual/interior movement, breaks through his culture of white superiority, even if just for a 
moment? Is it too much to identify a conversion experience here, a century and a half ago?  
 
Honing the Mystical Ear 
 
241 Andrew Ward, Dark Midnight When I Rise: The Story of the Jubilee Singers, Who Introduced the World to the 
Music of Black America, 1st ed.. (New York: Farrar, Straus and Giroux, 2000), 155–56 emph. added. 
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 There is a certain deafness—both innocent and culpable—that a white person of faith 
must overcome in the face of a God of justice. The scandal of the cross, as described above, can 
ground a Christian’s endeavor to overcome the divisions wrought by the scandal of the 
particular. In one context (e.g. that of James Cone) the crucified logos sounds like solidarity to 
the crucified; in another context (say, for a person like me on a good day) the crucified logos 
sounds like a free, deeply loving gift. Both of these meanings are part of the Christ-event, and 
both can be “sounded” in music. Balthasar states that “the kind of evidential power with which 
God manifests himself must be of the highest kind, precisely in virtue of the fact that it allows 
freedom because it makes men free… ‘to convince’ (überzeugen)—that is, to give such 
testimony (Zeugnis) about oneself that it always remains ‘above’ (über), every objection: this is 
an undertaking which can only be justified in love’s struggle for love.”242  While the cross can 
elicit many reactions to those who look upon it (and who hear its resounding power), these 
reactions come from the same convincing power of the cross.  
We can recall Balthasar’s conviction that we need an “art of total vision” in order to “see 
that each individual aspect in truth receives its full meaning only by its overall relationship to the 
whole.”243 In the context of listening to the sound of the spirituals, the total vision—the “upper 
world” of the logos—is the same, even though the “sonic echo” resonates within different parts 
of our own interior worlds.  It is the “two-way traffic” of the spiritual senses that allow for the 
articulation of the order, as well as the reordering of, our inner lives. When we give a deep listen 
to something, we involve ourselves in it, regardless of—even despite— our social location.244 In 
 
242 GL I, 482-483. 
243 GL I, 512. 
244 For a clinical and psychotherapeutic take on “deep listening,” see Lech Kalita, “Deep Listening: Explorations on 
the Musical Edge of Therapeutic Dialogue,” Psychoanalytic Psychology 37, no. 4 (October 2020): 282–93, 
https://doi.org/10.1037/pap0000285. 
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giving our full attention to what we hear in the sonic form of the sung spiritual, our ears do not 
process a bifurcated stream of information, one physical and one spiritual; rather, given the 
unified theory of perception I have supported, our musical ear receives the aesthetic justification 
to hand ourselves over to the “upper world.” This is how the musical ear is honed by the spirit—
in the sonic drama of “love’s struggle for love.”  
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Conclusion: An Ignatian Coda 
By way of conclusion, it will be enlightening to consider how Ignatius of Loyola’s 
“Application of the Senses” (or “Prayer of the Senses”) compares to my own treatment of the 
spiritual senses in this thesis.245 Ignatius initially suggests this way of praying for the last session 
of a full day of prayer during the second week of his four-week Spiritual Exercises.246  A “day” 
in this context would consist of two sessions of imaginative contemplations of Scripture, two 
“repetitions” in which the pray-er (or “exercitant”) focuses on the more moving parts of those 
first two sessions, and then a fifth session for the Application of the Senses. Ignatius describes 
the Application as “bringing the five senses to bear on the first and second contemplations” of 
the day, and he instructs the retreatant to “pass the five senses of the imagination” over those 
contemplations so as to draw further spiritual profit, relish, or fruit.247 In this thesis, I have 
concerned myself with musical perception and performance in real time; the Prayer of the Senses 
in the Exercises is to be done at a reflective distance, focusing on the content of one’s previous 
imaginative prayer. While the real time experience and the retreat experience are obviously two 
very different moments in the spiritual life of a person, both are ways of listening to God through 
the same mystical ear.  
 
245 SpEx 121-26; also SpEx 227. Unless otherwise noted, all translations come from Michael Ivens, 
Understanding the Spiritual Exercises (Leominster, U.K.: Gracewing, 1998), 97–100. 
246 Scholars debate exactly how to interpret this prayer method, and how to interpret the various 
“directories” that were published as commentaries on the Exercises—some would say this prayer is more 
active, others more passive; some would say it is to be subordinated to more discursive/reasoning forms 
of prayer; others say it that the sensory prayer brings one closer to the height of mystical union with God. 
Most scholars today see it as a gradual simplification and absorption of the graces of the day. See Philip 
Endean, “The Ignatian Prayer of the Senses,” Heythrop Journal 31, no. 4 (1990): 391–418, 
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2265.1990.tb00145.x.  
247 SpEx 121. See Ivens, Understanding the Spiritual Exercises, 98. See also Henry Shea, “The Beloved 
Disciple and the Spiritual Exercises,” Studies in the Spirituality of Jesuits 49, no. 2 (2017): 28, 
https://ejournals.bc.edu/index.php/jesuit/issue/view/996. 
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 In Chapter One, I showed how musical cognition is a skill that allows a person to 
translate accumulated knowledge into performative, act-based intellectual activity. It involves the 
“engaging of partly trained wits in a partly fresh situation,” whether as a listener or performer, 
involving a dynamic interplay between a more propositional form of knowledge (knowing-that) 
and a skill form (knowing-how). Using Suzanne Langer’s concept of presentational symbols, I 
argued for a wider conception of rationality that includes musical meaning, which is roughly 
described by terms such as “insight,” “intuition,” “interior/affective,” and even “erotic.” These 
symbols persuade as much as inform, and this is why Pierangelo Sequeri is so concerned to 
develop his notion of aesthetic justification within his theological anthropology and his theology 
of faith. They operate on the level of trust, drawing us into Christ’s “Lordship that is not 
despotic,” thus reinforcing, not limiting, our personal freedom. As a “strong” kind of metaphor, 
the spiritual senses—particularly the ear—are attuned in a heuristic call-and-response, normed 
by the truths of Christian faith but mysteriously open to the new experiences of God’s 
transcendent reality.  
Ignatius’ Prayer of the Senses utilizes the same kind of symbolic intellectual activity to 
sense grace at work in the world. Philip Endean describes the concept of “spiritual senses” in the 
Exercises as referring to “the renewed understanding and perception of ordinary reality which 
flows spontaneously from the acceptance of grace. One neither can nor should postulate a range 
of distinct objects which can only be perceived ‘spiritually’, nor a second set of sense-faculties in 
the human person somehow at once separate from, and yet analogous to, those of every day.”248 
We are using the same interior “ear” regardless of the historical distance separating us from the 
sonic symbolic form. Endean holds that “the Ignatian prayer of the senses is not, itself, directly 
 
248 Endean, “The Ignatian Prayer of the Senses,” 406–7. 
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an application of the ‘spiritual senses’, but rather a pedagogy towards acquiring them.” In other 
words, the Application of the Senses tunes our mystical ear.   
The Belgian Jesuit philosopher Joseph Maréchal famously attempted to explain how 
these senses worked in the human psyche. He explained three different interpretations of 
Ignatius’ “senses” – a spiritual one (which he seemed to describe as utilizing the imagination in a 
discursive way), a mystical one (the senses being a form of pure, wordless, mystical ecstasy at 
the unitive stage of contemplation), and a “middle” position he called the “metaphorical 
senses.”249 In describing this middle position he utilizes his idiosyncratic notion of “symbolic 
transposition,” which I understand to be the partly automatic and partly intentional translation 
and interpretation of meaning between different symbolic forms, to which are attached a strong 
emotional charge and propositional convictions. Maréchal states,  
All our senses are susceptible to being transposed symbolically onto the level of ideas (se 
prétent à une transposition symbolique au plan intellectuel): a transposition grounded in 
the affectivity, and consisting essentially in maintaining, when faced with immaterial 
objects, the total stance (‘attitude totale’) that one normally takes up in the context of 
sensory objects when one sees and hears them, and so on. Psychological analysis would 
show that this symbolic transposition of the senses, so frequently used in human 
language, a) carries forward onto the concept something of the emotional value of the 
sensory symbol; b) brings about, to a greater or lesser extent, an objective feeling of 
presence, or at least mitigates the unreal, distant quality of the object being conceived. In 
general, when sense-based intuition is transposed symbolically to conceptual objects, it 
creates a complex state of representation that tends asymptotically towards strictly 
understanding-based intuition (‘l’intuition strictement intellectuelle’).250 
 
 Maréchal’s thoughts can shed some light on Chapter Two of this thesis, in which I 
discussed the scholarly attempt to deal with the “casual sliding” between a weaker and stronger 
 
249 Endean, 396. Endean is working off of Joseph Maréchal, ‘Un essai de meditation orientee vers la 
contemplation,’ in Études sur la psychologie des mystiques, 2 vols. (Brussels, Edition Universelle, 1937, 
2:362-82; and also Maréchal’s ‘Application des sens,’ in Dictionnaire de spiritualité: ascétique et 
mystique (Paris: G. Beauchesne et ses fils, 1932-95), vol. 1, 810-28.  
250 Maréchal, ‘Application des sense,’ cols. 826-27. Cited in Endean, 397, n13.  
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sense of metaphor when dealing with the spiritual senses. This sliding began with Origen’s 
constellation of sensory terms and has ended up in Balthasar’s, and my own, treatment of the 
spiritual senses. The “asymptotic” movement mentioned by Maréchal – the dive from sensory 
experience to an understanding so deep that it makes present the logos – parallels the this “casual 
sliding.” Symbols are used to communicate deep realities; the more complex the reality, the more 
we need symbols to capture a wide enough swath of that reality so as to say and do anything 
meaningful about it. The sliding occurs because at a certain point we are forced to switch 
between comparison (i.e. referring to the corporal senses) and performance (i.e. showing, 
through poetry, music, and other arts). In all of these intellectual activities, however, the same 
logos identified by Origen—the principle of all intelligibility, known in an affective-
interpersonal way, and fleshed out through the work of exegetical mysticism—emerges from 
within and from without, opening new sensory avenues for relating to God.  
 The scandal of the particular and the scandal of the cross presented us with problems of 
musical meaning in Chapter Three. In today’s world of intense social fragmentation, the 
reconciling power of the Word of God becomes all the more necessary. In the case of the sung 
spiritual, the sound of this reconciliation will differ according to life experience and culture, but 
the Word itself remains a constant force in the beauty of the music. Whether I am a black person 
claiming the sound of the spiritual as part of my identity, or a white person feeling claimed by 
the sound of the spiritual, the persuasive lordship of the Word underlies both of these 
experiences. This is Sequeri’s notion of a “lordship that is not despotic,” leading me beyond the 
anxiety of needing perfect unity with others (the first scandal) and God (the second scandal), and 
promising me perfect union in Christ’s second coming. When the standard of all beauty is Christ, 
the ugliness of the world can be swallowed up by divine beauty, even when the world remains 
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broken. As in the case of the sung lament, we expose ourselves vulnerably to God when we give 
voice to the darkness that leads to despair. In this attempt to “articulate the order of our inner 
lives,” we open ourselves to the risky possibility that God will reorder our inner lives.  
 Another word for this reordering is “conversion.”251 This is the outcome of facing the 
“fragment”; it is to let the “sonic echo” of a lament shatter us; it is to be captivated by “love’s 
struggle for love.” This is the goal St. Ignatius’ Exercises, writ large. The Exercises are 
introduced with this description: “The term ‘spiritual exercises’ denotes every way of examining 
one’s conscience, of meditating, contemplating, of praying vocally and mentally, and other 
spiritual activities…every way of preparing and making ourselves ready to get rid of all 
disordered affections so that, once rid of them, one might seek and find the divine will in regard 
to the disposition of one’s life for the salvation of the soul.”252  The last part of that annotation is 
key—the whole point of the Exercises is union with the will of God. To borrow yet again the 
image from Origen, we might say that the Exercises aim to clear away that which prevents the 
logos from “peering out” of the lattices of our soul. Jesuit theologian Robert Doran sees the work 
of the Exercises as similar to that of dream interpretation, with the difference being that we 
consciously structure the dream-like state of our contemplation. By his account, the Exercises 
allow the subconscious neural processes that create bias and repression to surface in the light of 
unconditional, primordial love. The individual exercitant is led to this place by a symbol system, 
and then given a free choice “to let these more liberating symbols become constitutive” of the 
 
251 Thus far in my thesis, I have avoided invoking the work of Bernard Lonergan. While not necessary for 
my thesis, his work, especially his book Insight, underlies the work of many theologians who came after 
him, including Robert Doran. See Gerard Whelan, “Robert Doran and the Spiritual Exercises of St. 
Ignatius: A Dialogue with Joseph Maréchal on the Meaning of the Application of the Senses,” Ignaziana 
26 (2018): 268–81. 
252 SpEx 1, my emph.  
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individual self.253 The five senses allow for a broader palette for the work of the “transposition of 
symbols,” to use Maréchal’s phrase.  
Endean holds that the Application of the Senses, as part of Ignatius’ overall program, 
helps me to feel the will of God as my own will. It engages the imagination so as to provoke “the 
emergence of hitherto latent desires, or perhaps of other insights into the present situation of the 
self.”254 It draws out of me the articulation of an even greater desire for God; we might say it 
helps me to “sound it out.” Ignatius wants us to taste and relish the Word for ourselves, in 
ourselves, using a verb (sentir) which packs a richer meaning in Spanish than the English 
translation “experience” or “feel” can capture.255 Just as we are unable to resist moving and 
singing in the presence of a captivating rhythm and harmony, so too are we compelled by the 
encounter with the incarnate Word. The spiritual senses provide the sight, sound, taste, smell, 
and feel a desire for God. Thus may we “sing to God a new song” and “play skillfully with a 






253 Whelan, “A Dialogue...,” 277. 
254 Endean, “The Ignatian Prayer of the Senses,” 405. 
255 SpEx 2; see Autograph of Ignatius of Loyola, Monumenta Ignatiana. Exercitia Spiritualia S. Ignatii de 
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